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Land

Between
the sun and the sea
When the seagulls sing
And the lions roar
We look Not to the
Dark misty night but
The ambient morning light
That comes after dawn
For human nature is
Back to the Land.
Where we belong….

To my wife, Sheryl, and my recently departed father, Ibrahim:
I have learned so much about life from you.
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ABSTRACT
George Joshua Orwel

BETWEEN THE SUN AND THE SEA:
SCULPTED AMBIANCES IN AFRICANA LANDSCAPE

Recent aesthetic theories have neglected ambiance as an experiential thought while
emphasizing aura and atmosphere as affective states; feelings grounded in Hermann Schmitz’s
New Phenomenology. Existing literature, particularly the works of Tonino Griffero and Gernot
Böhme, have muddied this debate and caused confusion by equating ambiance with aura,
atmosphere, and Stimmung, or mood. This dissertation delineates ambiance and characterizes its
existential structure and materialism as it presents itself to a historical subject through sculptures
situated in the landscape of Africana political, social, cultural, and ecological life. Ambiance is
like an embosphere, an experiential thing that is internal, subjective, and individual; it is neither
objective like aura nor collective like atmosphere. In explicating “sculpted ambiance” as an
alternative methodology vis-à-vis historicism, this dissertation critiques contemporary forms of
representation while applying Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, i.e., intentionality,
to space. This research fills a gap in aesthetics left by a lack of focus on non-architectural visual
art. It does this by episodically discussing ambiance as a momentary process of mise-en-scène
(staging) experiences—looking, listening, and touching art, triggering audience’s affective
registers. The research also builds on Böhme’s and Griffero’s identity of affective state which
they characterize as “between place,” “something more,” and “excess effect.” Enveloping
history, culture, and ecosystem, sculpture—as an artform and a shared monument—temporally
and spatially mediates accounts of society. My main argument is that when we are allured by
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objects and conditions, we rely on perceptions and processes that are spatially and temporally
mediated. Ambiance is part of a spatial hierarchy in the human ecosystem, a process that is
epistemic and ontological. As imaginary elemental things, ambiances determine individual
moods, attitudes, ways of thinking, and topologies constituting life in society.

Keywords: sculpted ambiances, aembosphere, ecosphere, atmospheres, aura, mood (Stimmung).
Thinkers: Heidegger, Schmitz, Böhme, Griffero, Merleau-Ponty, Sloterdijk.
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INTRODUCTION
A Moment
Current scholarship on New Phenomenology that addresses the concept of “atmosphere”
as a source of aesthetic emotions tends to make it synonymous with “ambiance,” mood, and Walter
Benjamin’s “aura.” In his 1934 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”
Benjamin argued that even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art lacks one element: “its
presence in time and space” (1). Every work of art has a unique existence at the place where it
happens to be—i.e., within its specific cultural context. Ambiance conceptualizes culture as space.
This dissertation delineates ambiance from aura and atmosphere and argues that ambiance (going
back to its initial French origin) is not only a distinct term but also the basis for a viable, separate
methodology within New Phenomenology for capturing the zeitgeist and the gestalt. In light of its
seemingly new potential, ambiance may even allow, in our view, for a reinvention of narratives
about eras and topologies in such a way that they may, first, begin to reflect, more directly, the
nuances of aesthetic feeling in the felt body and then, second, may even succeed, at some point, in
elevating the visual historian to the high philosophical pedestal Martin Heidegger reserved for the
poet.
Yet, for ambiance to be poetic, its latent fractal dimension calls for exploration, whether in
nature or social spaces that, occasionally, might be shared with aura and atmosphere. Ambiance is
not aura, which is a nonvisual sensation that one can understand metaphysically in terms of its
authenticity, as well as, of course, in terms of its history and its intersubjectivity, the latter of which
is temporally tied to the moment—or to “presencing.” Aesthetically, atmosphere is more than a
climatic and environing experience; rather, it is characterized by a quasi-objective feeling that is,
at once, external and collective, and that manifests during an encounter with the world, including
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the “world” of others, when all are surrounded by, or enveloped in, a situation or location whose
local spacetime is physically or figuratively intermingled with the four elements of nature: earth,
air, fire, and water. Although both ambiance and atmosphere are ecological if seen through the
‘wide angle lens’ of criticism, ambiance is, however, distinguishable by its epistemic mode.
In terms of delineation, then, ambiance is a private, personal, or individual mode of
relational aesthetics that creates a mood, especially when it emerges from an experience one is
having with art, although it is not necessarily tied to the art object, and in a unique way, it is able
to move us beyond the subject-object binary. All the affective conditions deriving from ambiance
act to moderate ‘mood,’ which Heidegger conflated with atmosphere. Yet, we might define
ambiance, for instance, as a moment of recognition, within the individual, of a “historical
materialism” à la Benjamin that is able to arrest an image of the past and then present it anew to
the historical subject. More simply, we might define it as a process through which art, whether
visual or nonvisual, is embedded in a specific life world. We also contend that ambiance as a
concept is, on the whole, a viable basis for a new methodology for historicism, separate and apart
from New Historicism, which uses literature to reimagine or reconstruct history.
The ambiance generated by the body’s (or the senses’) encounter with a sculpture is
different from an aura. That is because aura “speaks to us from the object” in an external
communication. Ambiance, on the other hand, is an internal communication whereby a unique
feeling arises within us individually, even when we are in art spaces such as museums that we
often patronize in twos, threes, or en masse. In its unique individual effect, ambiance differs from
atmosphere, which, in contrast, is a set of external conditions in which the viewers of a work of
art are enveloped as a collective (rather than individually) in this or that art space, or setting, each
with its own particular qualities. Writing about atmospheres, the philosopher Giovanni Piana, for
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instance, claims that the feeling that they create is one that is “around” us, rather than “within” us;
such a feeling is spatial and can even be geometric (qtd. in Scassilo 161).
Here then is another difference: the character of the encounter between the felt body and
the external world is different in each of them. An atmosphere tends to envelop the body more
than an ambiance, in part, because it is “strictly speaking the sphere of vapor” hovering around it
or it seems, at least, to lie “more directly in the air” (Friberg 672). On the other hand, an ambiance
is not necessarily located in the air, and, thus, its envelopment is less sensorially intimate with
respect to air, relying, as it does, as well, on look, scent, sound, and palpability; hence, ambience
is more freely harmonic and, thus, with even more ease, an ambient aesthetic event is able to put
a unique positive spin on the feeling of ambiance, one that is inviting to the senses.
The main argument in favor of ambiance as being the basis of a new methodology in
aesthetics is that, unlike atmosphere, ambient aesthetics are always confined to a finite space,
emerging out of, or around, the work of art. In our view, the most vital and versatile art form that
lends itself to the emergence of an ambient aesthetic is the three-dimensional art of sculpture,
which is intimately linked to the expressive aesthetic of the people of Africa and the African
diaspora.
Affective presence is a spatio-temporal phenomenon that is manifested in mood and
emotion; one’s recognition of mood and emotion is a moment of consciousness of the act of
experiencing. That is to say, the experience of seeing a sculpture is an ambient one to the extent
that it is also an attentiveness to one’s own experience, which is appropriately in sync with the
heightening of the active senses and the active responses of the felt body. Beyond one’s mere
attention, a fascination with being aware of one’s own experience is also a part of that
responsiveness. Finally, and equally important, as one sees oneself in the relational process of
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experiencing the work of art, many activities and aesthetic phenomena ultimately fuse into one
event, while, at the same time, the double or triple experience of being with oneself, a sculpture,
and the aesthetic sensibility of the other (i.e., the artist) is, then, ecologically contextualized.
As we see it, in this wider context, ambiance reveals a novel and persuasive way to link
the sensual, emotive, and historical sides of the exchange between the oeuvre d’art and the viewing
subject. A sculpture, for instance, is a work of art that is ‘at work’ again and again in the moment
of its viewing, which means that it has the distinct capacity to enable the revelation of—or a re
engagement with—a historical event that is, at the same time, cross-spatial, cross-cultural, and
cross-temporal. But enabling and appreciating this possibility may require a more precise
delineation of ambiance. In that way, we can, then, avail ourselves of the new historical conditions
that are opened up by the sculpture, while, also, dedicating ourselves to the task of caring that
Heidegger ascribed to beings who exist with others after having been thrown into the world
(Engelland 178).
Which brings us to another point. We have posited that ambiance is that moment of
imagination, i.e., a recognition of “historical materialism” (one of objects and traces) that arrests
an image of the past and presents itself to the historical subject. That moment, here, should be
understood within the concept of process, as articulated by Alfred North Whitehead and Brian
Massumi. Whitehead’s process philosophy, as explored and reconceptualized by Massumi, is
linked to “immediation” or immediacy, activity, event, and affect—in other words, understanding
is the result of an event, which itself is a result, or part, of a process of activities, including back
and forth communications, within the body (Massumi, The Autonomy of Affect 87). Moment,
therefore, is mediated by time and space, and through which visual art is embedded in a specific
lifeworld.
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Sculptured Space and Envelopment
Like the poet or the sculptor, the historian of ambiances also reveals or “exhibits” the
zeitgeist in his or her explication. The tradition of ambiance is that of gestalt, and that means it is
able to offer us a hermeneutical (historical) rhythm at the heart of a relational world that, at all
times, works with us via its elemental forms: the air or breath, the earth we walk on, the water
sustaining life, and the light that enlivens it all. This is what, from below—or, rather, from all
spatial directions—creates human history and culture, and it is why this project seeks to reframe,
ecologically and topologically, contemporary aesthetics studies.
This framing via relational aesthetics owes much, first, to cultural and ecological
metaphors that move, in scale, from the big to the small. It starts with the organizing principle of
this argument, which is a spatial hierarchical structure with five pillars. It sees the world, in a sense,
as an immense earth art installation, with land art coming in the form of sculptures in the open air,
groves of almond trees in ordered rows, or windingly terraced hillsides in Peru, all of which were
preceded by the sublime artfulness of nature in sculpting the landscape with wind, rain, or the flow
of brooks and rivers. Africa can, thus, be seen as a vast work of land art or ecological sculpture,
while the winding Nile River is a “site-specific” piece in which water is always able to find its
own level, a piece that conjures a landscape at once human, natural, and aesthetic.
Across the continent and in the diaspora, the various sculptures created by a diverse group
of African artists are traces and historical markers, individually, down to their nanoparticles.
Whether the human individual is a sculptor or a spectator, he or she is a sociocultural
epistemologist, who, being inhabited by finite senses, in turn, inhabits the world and its
atmosphere.

6

Secondly, the spatial hierarchy for sculpture can, perhaps, be based on a “concentric
aesthetic”—deriving, first, from what is around us and, then, from what is within us—whereby the
global ecosystem envelops atmosphere (in the widest sense of the term), which, then, envelops
ambiance (a unique and intimate ‘atmospheric’ mood that one creates within the mind and senses,
yet, then, feels in the environing space). In the end, since the same unique and intimate ambiance
that joins the inside and the outside (i.e., the subject and the object) is, in part, created after one
has already absorbed the aura of the work, ambiance, in turn, envelops the aura.
Here is the entire hierarchical structure: The ecosphere envelops the atmosphere, which
encircles the same ambiance that earlier absorbed the aura of the work of art.
This structure seems to have the makings of an orderly and geometric spatial and aesthetic
system, whereby the earth is not just an ecosphere but also an atmosphere and a more local
aesthetic ‘sphere’ of ambiance and aura. This argument freely acknowledges the semantic overlap
between ambiance and atmosphere, two ideas that have, quite often, been fused into one by
scholars as if they were ‘indistinguishable’ synonyms, yet, in our mind, they are not entirely
similar.
We argue for a sculpted world, or nature, because in Africa, for instance, sculpture holds a
revered position as a favored natural artform. A sculpture is an articulation of being, a syncopation
of the world. It is the art of spatial rhythm that seeks us out and then enters inside of us, attuning
us to its sinuous invitation, so that, as humans, we dwell at the center of its radiance. This is another
reason why it is hard to argue with the notion that nature (or landscape) is sculpted in one form or
another.
This dissertation takes the existing scholarship on phenomenological hermeneutics in a
new direction—toward an examination of sculpture as a source of ambiance. There is already a
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great deal of research on atmosphere in the fields of hospitality, architecture, landscaping, urban
planning, and literature. This dissertation examines and reassesses the new phenomenology of
atmosphere in its relation to ambiance; the latter of the two is, then, favored, here, and applied
spatially and geographically to Africa.
As already claimed, ambiance is often equated with atmosphere, but they are not
synonymous concepts. Ambiance is distinct, for instance, by virtue of its being perceived
positively and by virtue of its being linked to all of the viewer’s sensory stimuli. As Carsten Friberg
recognizes, a key distinction between ambiance and atmosphere lies in the quality of the viewer’s
emotional experience of viewing and interpreting a particular sculpture when he or she sees it in a
new or “unfamiliar” setting, outside of its “natural” environment. For example, in such a new or
“exotic” setting, the issue of ambiance and that of aura (or authenticity) begin to fuse to a degree.
In his essay “The Hermeneutics of Ambiance,” Friberg argues that atmosphere is not
merely psychological, but is also based on physical or “quasi-objective” things in the world that
we humans “respond to as [they are] felt,” particularly in the case of feelings we become aware of
based on the difference between our own sentiment and the environment we are in at the time
(672). That means that the presence of something—a mood, an object, a location, or a climatic
condition—or whether or not we are surrounded by any of those things, is key to determining
whether there is an atmosphere at the site and what kind of atmosphere it is. Not so for ambiance.
Ambiance is not about physical space or an environment. Instead, one’s perception of
ambiance involves a desire for cultural knowledge and, thus, the “stage” or “décor” for the
production of ambiance is transferable (Friberg 675). In other words, it is an aesthetic involving
both consciousness and a “stage set,” or what Friberg calls a “theatre” in which one can
demonstrate an idea—“a controlled setting in a way [that] public spaces are not” (Friberg 675).

8

Thus, ambiance can be understood in the context not only of the tradition of Hans-Georg
Gadamer in hermeneutics but also of Wilhelm Dilthey and Friedrich Schleiermacher1 since the act
of staging an idea or scene in order to understand our relationship to our cultural heritage is likely
to be based on hopes, ideas, situations, and understandings that we already carry with us. When
we, as human beings, are allured by or attracted to things, we become prisoners of our perceptions
of things and processes that are mediated by time and space. This cycle of gestalt experience that
depends on sensation can be the source of a new method of understanding and storytelling about
times, places, and things—it can be a means of acquiring an ontological knowledge that is parallel
to cognition.
Ambiance, on its own, can be the key to an aesthetic theory of perception, but not one that
is based on A.G. Baumgarten’s “interest in [the] cognitive aspects of sensation” (Friberg 671).
Rather, Merleau-Ponty’s concept of a thinking body offers a better vantage (The Visible and the
Invisible, 171). What is more, the overall experience of ambiance could offer us a “moment” in
relational aesthetics that may even elevate the art historian to the philosophical summit Heidegger
reserved for Hölderlin, the first German Romantic and idealist thinker to talk about Stimmung in
relation to sound.
Stimmung can be translated as mood, ambiance, atmosphere, or an experience worthy of
note, committed to memory and the historical record (131-133). Like the poet and the sculptor,
the historian of ambiance reveals, in his or her work, the spirit of the times. He or she thinks of

1ENDNOTES

Introduction
In this understanding of hermeneutics, the interpreter goes back to the history of a work of art or text, to the
reality of the personal experience, the expression of the soul, and the emotions and feelings and mind of the artist
(The Gadamer Reader 159).
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and works in elemental forms: air and water, fire and earth. It is the way that he or she writes or
“sculpts” the images of form that then provides rhythm to the culture—or to our breath—to our
words and theirs.

Scope and Justification
To understand the era, past or present, we need to probe the wordless and indefinable
ambiances that inundate our material culture and inform the aesthetics of imagination at individual
and collective levels.
This project reframes contemporary aesthetics studies and allows us the opportunity to
understand history and attempt to characterize the zeitgeist. This Geist can be found where the
social, political, and cultural or religious groups can be bound together. Similar feelings—like
fanaticism or nationalism and micronationalism—provide a sense of group belonging, and, in so
doing, they frame ideas that then inform the acts of a single person or the group, until, at times,
they become reference points for society.
This dissertation looks at ambiance in a variety of social, cultural, and ecological settings
across Africa and elsewhere, where there is an ambient context for representation in sound art and
visual art. It seeks to not only delineate but also to characterize the existential structure and
materialism of ambiance as it presents itself to a historical subject through sculptures situated in
the Africana landscape, in terms of its social space, its history, culture, politics, and ecology. It
seeks to probe our way of thinking about sense relations and about the relationship between human
beings and works of art in spatiotemporal contexts, although our focus is more on space—with
each activity of relations being considered an expression event, things that happen as intended or
staged, as has been theorized by Whitehead and Massumi.
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Because ambiance is such a broad topic, for lack of time and to maintain clarity, the
dissertation is limited geographically to Africa, which has a creative force of artistic sensibility
that is authentically alluring. It is a continent that has been neglected in aesthetics, though it is also
a place that defies stereotypical thinking. Sculpture is the dominant artform in Africa. With its
virgin landscape, such as wild savanna, Africa provides contemplative spaces of human relations
with nature, as well as cultural history and tribal traditions. From these situations, sculpted
ambiance emerges as a situational experience. As Massumi argues, “It is all a question of
emergence, which is precisely the focus of the various science-driven theories which converge
around the notion of self-organization (the spontaneous production of a level of reality having its
own rules of formation and order of connection)” (93). Yet, the majority of cultural institutions—
museums, art galleries, archives, and art academies—have been “established by the former
colonial state or in the context of postcolonial nations shaped by Western aesthetics and ideological
concepts” (Kouoh 182).
A unique ambiance, at once, surrounds and simmers within each viewer or listener who,
through this experience of ambiance, expresses a way of living that Martin Heidegger calls “being
in the world,” doing things when face-to-face with others.
The associated emotion for ambiance comes from the air in one’s breath, and from the
array of things and microevents around the audience. In other words, the feeling is contained in
the anthropological settings and spectacles that, on special occasions, surround us as human
beings—recitals and theatrical performances, revelries, and dance festivals. Such moments of
expression allow dialogic communication to elevate the experience of art. Common ambiances
arise from the manipulation of scent, sound, taste, light, and color in a room or in an open-air
environment, where fog, rain, fire, or snow can also create, mediate, or evidence mood.
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This dissertation contributes to the widening of the scope of aesthetic scholarship by
exploring artworks from outside of the Western world, especially from Africa. Some of the
examples of Western art discussed here have ties to the African diaspora. The inquiry extends the
study of ambiances to traditional sculptures and, therefore, will appeal to a range of scholars, from
sociologists and anthropologists, for instance, to art theorists with an interest in space and place,
sensory affect, and ethnography.
While we have looked, closely at times, at both painting and sound art, most of the works
examined and critiqued in this dissertation are sculptures, a quintessentially African artform that
is full of vitalism and that, in many cases, is abstract. Often true to their intrinsic materiality, either
natural or man-made, the sculptures discussed here offer the viewer a sense of place: in some,
luminosity via light and color, and, in others, music and sound may contribute to the creation of
warm and inviting, or opulent and evocative, ambiances and atmospheres.
On the other hand, fog or smoke, shadow, storm, or rain may contribute to an unsettling
or uninviting atmosphere and mood.2 As Jeff E. Malpas points out, the significance of place is not
to be found in one’s experience of it, as much as it might be found, rather, in the grounding of
one’s experience in or within it (77). This often deep human bond with place derives from the very
nature of human thought. The significance of place (or nature) for us, as a complex but unitary
structure, encompasses self and other, space and time, subjectivity and objectivity.
Scores of researchers have already mapped out how we enjoy social or cultural events and
settings, such as plays, concerts, the X Games, dining, architecture, interior decoration, or a clean

2 In Being and Time, Heidegger argues that mood

(132).

discloses in the mode of “turning toward and away from” Dasein
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environment. A recent study3 by Yuriko Saito examines ambient sensibility from the narrower
optic of everyday aesthetics: clothing design, one’s personal look, or the arrangement of food on
one’s plate (87). That study deemed that everyday aesthetic taste and judgment can exert a
powerful influence on the quality of life. Saito holds that we derive aesthetic pleasure from aged
objects that are special in their everyday use (95), a routine assessment that seems to synthesize
Walter Benjamin’s concept of aura and Martin Heidegger’s ontology of mood. This dissertation
extends the study of ambiance and atmosphere to the realm of works of art—which, at times, in
Africa, are also everyday objects for use—while, at the same time, theorizing that the fractal
quality of African sculptures contributes, along with nature, to the creation of ambiance.
Like the viewing of live music, live sports, or architecture that is open to the public, the
viewing of a work of art can be an eventful spectacle that mediates mood, aura, and the
‘environment.’ In this dissertation, we want to highlight the ambient nature of sculptures and to
illuminate the sense relations that are in play when artworks are shown in their cultural and
ecological contexts. That way, the importance of aura, ambiance, and atmosphere to the experience
of sculptures in Africa can be understood. By analyzing the ambient dimension of aesthetics and
the specific type of atmosphere at a particular time and place, we are not only going beyond the
mere sense of sight but also, at the same time, trying to enrich the discourse of perception.
Bodily feeling is as much an internal (psychological) condition as it is an external
(environmental) one. It derives from an emotional sensibility that requires a spontaneous yet, in
part, automatic response, such as when the body or the “will” prompt one to either accept or reject
things or situations in a flash. For instance, the right color can change the tone or feel of a place or

3 In “Everyday Aesthetics,”

Saito discusses the aesthetics of non-arts objects such as utensils in relation to arts
objects as if they are comparable, which is plausible if, as Heidegger does in his essay “The Origin of the Work of
Art,” one considers equipment as applied or industrial art (LPT 35).
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space. The fact that African art uses bright and warm colors, geometric shapes, lines, patterns, and
abstraction would either suggest a link with atmospheres or intuitive spatial feeling. The key point
is this: sculptures and their spaces, with their socially and culturally determined variants, generate
(partially) shared ambiances in built environments through their social ontologies and sensory
stimulation.
Maurice Merleau-Ponty argued that the feeling of unlocking the power of visual art comes
to us through visual perception, which he considered “thinking” (Visible and Invisible 171).4 The
viewer is subliminally persuaded to sympathize, empathize, and appreciate the work of art. But
laying one’s emphasis on vision alone is a form of ‘narrowcasting’ since it leaves out the senses
of touch, smell, and hearing, which are equally important. That is why ambiance is unique in its
relation to a distinct space, sound, landscape, and geography. Any stage-setting or any engineering
of “atmospheric” context must abide by the location. Griffero affirms that “when space has or
acquires an atmospheric charge, it expresses a genius locus” (Atmospheres 75), yet Böhme asserts
that the purpose of a ‘stage set’ is to overcome environmental determinism by helping to engender
an “atmosphere” (or an ambiance, in some sense) that creates a similar experience for the audience.
In Africa, particularly in the equatorial and tropical parts of the continent, where animals
require a moist atmosphere, the thick woods “emanate” moisture. Meanwhile, hot winds in the
desert together with the extreme porousness of sand render the atmosphere in the north extremely
dry. For artists and for aesthetic thinkers, ambiance and atmosphere create the emotion and
temperament that an art space sets out for the viewer, instilling in him or her the same Bergsonian

4 As an aspect of body-mind dialectic, Merleau-Ponty’s idea of seeing or feeling as “thinking” was found in his

unpublished “working notes” shortly after his death and have since been published in Claude Lefort’s edited work
The Visible and the Invisible (171).
Chapter One: Opulence (The Nile Valley)
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vitalism that Senghor identifies as a philosophy that at once finds expression in African art and
also underpins its beliefs and religions. The art space shakes viewers out of their everyday feeling,
while their surroundings, human and natural, then add some color to the magic of the material
sculptural form as it creates ambiance and atmosphere. The bluish (and still breathable) outside
atmosphere—the open air, sky, and gases surrounding the earth—is a corollary to our psychology,
the inner nature of the person. This enveloping of one’s body and one’s person by the air that
makes up the atmosphere and is held in place by gravity, within 19 miles of the earth, mediates
our feeling, yet this inescapable envelope is what Heidegger somehow left out of his theory of
mood, argues Luce Irigaray, who then insists that we are always living in air, while air is always
living in us (8).
The component gases of the atmosphere are mixed in a way that is perfect and ambient so
that they act as one and radiate some of the heat from the sun back to the surface. The sun is the
power source for most of nature, the vital force of existence and experience, driving the agenda
for both human and nonhuman beings. The earth’s distance from the sun is perfect for every living
species here. According to Neil deGrasse Tyso, “Had the earth been much closer to the sun, the
oceans would have evaporated. Had the earth been farther away, the oceans would have frozen. In
either case, life as we know it would not have evolved” (30). This is not an idle discussion since
the historical development of the word “ambiance” relates to this kind of mathematical precision.
Leo Spitzer traces the term “ambiance” back to its link to the notion of “milieu,” which
meant “middle” in Old French, and medius locus or “medium location” in Latin. During the
Renaissance, this notion of a midpoint between two extremes acquired an ethical overtone in the
idiom, juste milieu, when humanists incorporated Aristotle’s representation of deeds that are
equitable or in proportion to a just measure (Falcon). The law of averages implied the idea of virtue
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in justice, while the good life meant the golden mean, or the rule of moderation over excess. The
golden mean (or golden section) represented Aristotelian perfection in character as well as in
artistic form. “It is the same also in painting; for if anyone should make a painting by smearing the
most beautiful colors at random on a surface, his painting would not give as much pleasure as a
[mere] figure done in outline” (Spitzer 15).
The term ambiance assumed common usage after it was applied to Newtonian physics.
Newton showed that when particles of light end up in either air or water, they are often drawn to
the particles within that ambient medium due to the attractive force between them. That remains
true, in a sense, when ambiance is applied to biology, without changing meaning, as in the ambient
milieu, which surrounds one’s body. As it happens, each day, one’s body becomes the ambient
milieu of any number of experiments with bacteria culture—in this instance, not in a Petry dish,
but, rather, within the body itself.
Ambiance took another turn in the 1800s in Europe as Romantic poets and artists began to
feel more of an intimate bond with nature. Nineteenth century realist and naturalist writers
extended the use of the idea to the social and cultural realm by trading words, songs, ideas, and
dreams as they examined the conditions that give rise to each human being within his or her
ambient circumstances. For instance, in Father Goriot, Balzac explored the harmonious
relationship between the ‘stage setting’ (in this instance, a boarding house) and the wider social
environment, seeing it as a key source of what shapes the human subject.
While European Romanticism was defined by individualism, Africans on the continent and
in the diaspora were brought together by their rituals and arts, forging communities and trading
words and songs, ideas and dreams, as they worked for others and for themselves. In Africa, new
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art forms and styles that arose in the nineteenth century continue to thrive today in some African
villages or settings, especially the royal art of the Yoruba that depicts their ancient deities.
Like other art forms, sculpture can, at times, express a vital and radiant force. Our argument
is that if one acquires a knowledge of the practice of carving—or using and experiencing—African
sculptures then, in essence, one has gained an insight into the nature of African reality that is
equivalent to the one gained about the nature of Western reality via the acquisition of scientific
knowledge. In certain designated times and spaces on the African continent, designs, sculptures,
installations, and architectures are able to generate unique ambiances and atmospheres since they
reflect aesthetic emotions that have arisen, or have been configured, within built environments. In
many cases, such an aesthetic emotion may derive from a staged event where the bodies of the
sensory participants are stimulated enough to be able to “direct” their behavior (Jones 3). The stage
setting for such an event often fuses art and architecture into the space of contemporary culture,
especially when the artist uses a neo-avant-garde strategy that, in effect, then “cultures” and
historicizes the design. The effect of this is to dazzle—or bemuse—the viewer and, at times, to
achieve a “mysterious ambiance” (Foster 125).
There is an idealistic overlap between the concepts of aura, ambiance, and atmosphere, but
ambiance more than its two (inaccurately assumed) ‘synonyms’ emphasizes movement and allows
stage setting to manipulate human feeling at certain places and times, such as at plays, festive
rituals, open-air concerts, or a happening initiated by John Cage. But ambiance and atmosphere
are both spatial discourses, and this dissertation tries to apply the idea of ambiance in a novel
manner to the sites, or spaces, of sculptural installations in Africa where the aesthetic feeling of
ambiance can be unique due to that space’s urban or natural environment and its cultural
associations. The feeling can be one of indefinable affective excess, or what Griffero calls
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“something more” (11), while Hermann Schmitz calls it something “outside,” emotions that
“intrude into the human body” (343). The “outside” and “more” suggest a subtle excess that
disturbs the neat division between agency—i.e., the active human subject—and passive objects
like sculptures. Both one’s senses and the artwork are involved in the creation of the ambiance or
atmosphere whether the work is seen in or out of a museum.
In public places such as music clubs, dance theaters, or the site of the Calabar carnival,
ambiance can be shared between viewers. However, in museums and open-air exhibitions
ambiance is not only a shared experience but it is also in a variety of ways based on the unique
traits and multisensory responses of the viewers. In other words, ambiance is not only relational
but also always in a state of becoming. The ambient light and sound, as well as the inquisitive
movement associated with one’s viewing of a sculpture, can determine how one feels about the
precise spot where the artwork is located, while the entire exhibition site (and its space) can
determine how, or whether, one appreciates the sculpture.

Staging, Ambiance Production
Before we can discuss its effect, we will need to outline how ambiance is engineered
through staging (with lighting, sound, and natural conditions), and explore the role of space (for
instance, color, pattern, and landscape) in the production of ambiance. Of special interest, here, is
the role, perceptually and psychologically, that color assumes in this process. Color, sound pattern,
and illumination—or the lack of any of these in the sculptural design—can, at times, either enhance
or diminish ambiance. Our interest here is in the aesthetic framing of these elements.
Framing, color, and composition are central to the visual legibility of the scene and its
accompanying narrative. For artists, the coloring of space, and the things within it, is a means of
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organizing space according to its purpose and identity. The wise and skilled use of color affects
our perception and understanding of space. Color plays an essential role in creating and informing
atmosphere aesthetically and compositionally, while it also reinforces ambiance as a result of
staging and its effects.
At the core of this project is the spatial and experiential quality of the sculpture. Drawing
from other studies by the school of New Phenomenology, we focus on the subjective experience
of sculptural space through perception and emotion: the sensory and the psychological. We begin
by stipulating that each sculpture or art installation is a staged space in a performance context,
especially when one views a sculpture, or a configured space, through the lens of mise-en-scène.
It allows us to understand the unique quality of the stage set, which plays a guiding role in the
creation of an idiomatic ambiance and an intense atmosphere.
Sculpture’s ability to spur imagination and emotions—through its alluring ambiance and
the staging of its space—is an integral part of its impact on the human body. This insight then leads
us to try to understand the art of framing, choreographing, and displaying.
While most of the art worldwide is still currently being shown in galleries and museums,
there are also a growing number of “stage sets” being created in open-air environments across the
landscape of Africa from North to South. They are designed to be expressive so as to set the scene,
advance a visual narrative, and deepen our understanding of the environment and its human
characters.
According to Ron Eglash, “harmony” is embedded in a fractal design in African art and
architecture, and in the four fractal elements of African cosmology or the African environment:
fire, air, water, and earth (31). This “fractal harmony” is especially crucial for defining the
ambiance of abstract installations and architectural sculptures since the latter often imitate patterns
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in nature. These elements might be ‘quite useless’ for art and philosophy were it not for their
aesthetic role as well as their importance to life cycles. In African cultures, the evocative ambient
sculpture, with its fractal design, constitutes just one social or aesthetic realm in which
communities are able to act, while also allowing them the opportunity to either relate or participate
in the world around them without eliminating their individuality.
In either the creation or the use of a sculpture, what is key is that the experience is possible
not only on a communal basis but on an individual one, with the work of art being seen as
mediating the community’s social relations and divine interactions. The pleasure generated by
sculpture is an experience that correlates with the spiritual vitality of staged social and cultural
events, whose staging, of course, is spatially determined.
Jean-Paul Sartre identifies action (for instance, sculpting) as the essence of freedom and
as what determines ends and means. “Man is free, man is freedom . . . what I mean when I say
man is condemned to be free: condemned because he did not create himself; yet nonetheless free,
because once he is cast into the world, he is responsible for everything he does” (Sartre,
Existentialism is a Humanism 29). In other words, action is what counts, in the moment, as an
experience of free will and, thus, constitutes human agency.
Throughout Africa, the ubiquitous act of sculpting (either objects, space, or landscape) is
an artistic movement, on a wide scale, within which Africans become aware, or are reminded, of
essential norms of co-existence and day-to-day behavior. The act of sculpting reveals or expresses
wisdom; and since both action and wisdom can involve reciprocity between human beings, they
both can help to form patterns of compliance that can then diminish our anxieties about feeling
unsure and alone in the world and, thus, can help to maintain social harmony.
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If action and agency are interwoven in human experience, then this is essential—and likely
has implications—for the atmosphere and the surrounding environment. This is why sculptures are
now, and have long been, among the primary sources of emotion, understanding, and aesthetic
feeling in African culture; they allow a person to express his or her attitude toward life and are the
site or object within which artists are able to give form to their values and culture.
Traditional African sculptures were social and cultural focal points. While historically
some sculptures were endowed with painterly and graphic patterns that were able to create a subtle
background in a designed space, contemporary sculptures are more varied, freed from ritual or
cultural requirements. And, yet, quite often, in both old or new sculptures in Africa, scenes and
sounds align with tradition and with the environment—air, sun, rain, and earth—to create a shared
aesthetic feeling; these always recurring fractal elements alter space, enhance and enliven
atmosphere, and inspire creativity or imagination. Some subtly colored works of land art or
landscape design in Africa can be viewed as works of space—or ‘transparent space’—i.e., part of
the overall atmosphere.
Drawing inspiration from the sensory and natural worlds—rhythms, clouds, colors in the
environment—these sculptures offer us a variety of viewpoints on the sculptural landscape and
sociocultural realities in contemporary Africa. If we experience atmosphere as a phenomenon
through the onset, or creation, of mood, we may also have to create ambiance to connect the
internal and external qualities and traits of the human subject. “The world acts upon us just as
surely as we act on it” and “every moment of life occurs in a [setting] whose form affects our
chances to act in space” (Plummer 18).
In this dissertation, as we examine each new sculpture, we intend to look, first, at how our
most elemental spatial actions are influenced by the art form and then, second, at how each specific
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sculpture or installation can impact our mood, inner feeling, and other forms of aesthetic response.
Our wider purpose, here, is to try to understand how we interact with space, as well as to encourage
the use of sculpture as a sphere of human dialogue, a totality of possibilities that we can explore
or engage with freely.
Thirdly, we look at sculptures not just as aesthetic objects but also as vessels of cosmic
power, with opportunities for spatial action in terms of culture and ecology, and as tools for the
expression of ideas, feelings, and worldviews. The first step in this effort is to examine how
specific settings and sculptural designs either upset or affect the body and the psyche, as well as
to examine how they influence our decisions via the senses. At times, this means having to deal
with more or less ‘immovable’ sculptures and installations that may lose some of their meaning if
not seen in situ.
If a sculpture or any work of art is more than an aesthetic object, then we must concern
ourselves with how the sculptor creates an installation or a work of land art, for instance, that
succeeds in shaping, mediating, and reorienting space in such a way that it allows us to recognize
our own ontology as human beings within it. Our purpose in this instance is to forge a better
understanding of how we interact with space and to appreciate the role of sculpture as the ultimate
art form in Africa for ontology and cosmology.
A sculpture that invites inquiry has the potential to interact actively with space and ecology.
Yet sometimes space is a difficult issue to wrap our minds around. From the perspective of
Newtonian physics, one experiences gravity as one’s (apparent) weight on earth, which is to say,
as the attraction between the (real) mass of the earth and the (real) mass of one’s body, based,
however, on their distance from one another in space. In Einsteinian physics, gravity is not a mere
classical force of attraction, it is the curvature of spacetime. When the light of a galaxy at the other
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side of the visible universe arrives on earth, it has been bent, “lensed”—or, in a sense, “sculpted”—
millions of times by the spacetime curvature of the stars and galaxies that lie between the earth
and that same initial galaxy at the other side of the visible universe. Like the land artist in South
Africa who succeeds aesthetically in sculpting and reorienting space, the curvature of space, or
spacetime, genuinely succeeds in sculpting and reorienting light—in new ways, in each instant—
in the endlessly varying work of cosmological art that is our visible universe.
By the time light from the sun hits our eyes, it has travelled across the solar system and
then through the Earth’s atmosphere, which bends, filters, and scatters the light before it makes it
to our eyes. The sun is the source of energy and light entering the iris, awakening the senses,
driving the wind and creating clouds, and, at the same time, greening the landscape. To understand
ambiance, we need to understand the atmosphere from the viewpoint of climate, weather, life, and
the life of the senses. Hence, we need to experience and imagine the air and atmosphere not only
from the dimension of wind, cold, or warmth but also from its imaginative, ontological aspect as
well, drawing on the five (or more) senses and on the elements of the subject and object.
This dissertation has divided the ambiance and atmosphere discussion into five mise-enscène chapters or wider contextual “stage sets,” each of which, in its own unique way, tries to
manipulate the viewer’s sensibility as well as the series of environments, aesthetic or natural, that
are presented. It is through this same act of manipulation that the artist is trying to bring about
what some New Phenomenologists call the “more,” which is not just an internal feeling but also,
invariably, an external response to space that impacts emotion and mood.
In 1928, French writer Léon Daudet wrote that “ambiance permeates space and time, and
bursts equally out of the universal and . . . ourselves”; yet, at the same time, “it is in us,” having
entered “consciousness, persons and peoples, like an incursion of the universal”(qtd. in Griffero
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76.) A decade later, Daudet’s article would form the basis of Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in which he describes the concept of aura as a
“unique and unrepeatable atmosphere, unwillingly perceived, of an instant of authentic life” (qtd.
in Griffero, Atmospheres 78).
In her 2006 essay, “Aura and Ambiance: Léon Daudet Between Proust and Benjamin,”
Barbara Carnevali agrees with Daudet by arguing that ambiance is the subjective allure of a
subliminal aesthetics that blends different emotions or experiences, such as euphoria, whereas
aura, in her view, is more of an indefinable occult substance (133). In our own reading of how the
two ideas can be distinguished—and, yet, at the same time, are subtly unified—ambiance, for us,
instead, is part of a consciousness that fuses the aura of both the subject and the object.
Daudet suggests aura, mood, and atmosphere are synonymous with ambiance to some
extent, and scholars have since followed his approach. However, in this dissertation, we try to
highlight the minor distinctions and, thus, we point to the geometric centrality of ambiance
(residing within a unique individual consciousness), which is then enveloped, first, by a shared
(and yet still local) aesthetic atmosphere and, second, by the entire atmosphere (and ecosphere) of
earth.
Ambiance, for Böhme, is a mise-en-scène, one that guarantees the correct balance between
the psychic (or internal) and the physical (or external). While it has been linked to air or
atmosphere, ambiance describes a world that is at once imaginative (internal) and tangible
(external); it can be either felt within the subject or perceived (or even imagined) outside of it.
The point in analyzing ambiance, here, in an African context is to focus attention on
sculptures and spaces that, in a way, are more than essential, as they are fundamental to life. Peter
Sloterdijk, who has written extensively about air and about space, wonders aloud, as if writing
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about the space of a sculptural installation, “Could one not hold the view that life is a constant a
posteriori testing of our knowledge about space from which everything emanates? . . . Life [then]
is a matter of form—that is the hypothesis we associate with the venerable philosophical and
geometric term ‘sphere’” (Bubbles 10).
There is a strong nexus between the presence of a sculpture in the space before us (or its
immediate tangibility) and the place where it is now sited, despite the various concerns among
aestheticians at present about the issue of ‘context’ (either wide or more immediate) and its
relationship to the hermeneutic circle. This does not mean, of course, that non-African sculptures
are not ambient (or atmospheric), but it is fair to argue that the issue underpins the question of
whether African sculpture is (or has been) vulnerable to cultural determinism.
The impetus for linking sculpture to place derives from scholars who want to classify
African sculptures as either unique or monolithic and thereby ignore the great diversity and
complexity of these sculptures, both temporal and spatial. The modernism and abstraction in the
Shona stone sculpture, for example, does not derive from religious or spiritual beliefs as is often
the case in ancient European or West African art but, rather, from the need of the artist to express
him or herself and “to make permanent his [or her] conception rather than a [mere] perception”
(Winter-Irving 24).
Modernism removed sculpture from its role in cultural representation and established its
autonomous properties as an object—form, or mass in space—which are the qualities that now
justify its existence. This is, partly, what triggers a feeling, or a mediated mood, in the viewer. But
at the same time, the proper site for a sculpture has kept moving, from era to era, from the
traditional altar (or site in the open air) onto the floor of the museum and, later, the table or, even
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more recently, on the wall as a wall mount. “Thus, the sculpture is [now] creating a physical
intimacy rather than a distance between [itself] and the viewer” (Winter-Irving 24).
As sculptures began to show in galleries, they became an art commodity, a mise-en-scène
or stage design manipulating the human psyche and eliciting a certain feeling. As Böhme
describes,
[Stage design] has always known that the spaces it creates are spaces of atmosphere. And
stage design has always made use of not only objects, walls, and solids, but also of light,
sound, color, and a host of other conventional means: symbols, pictures, texts. All of these
factors are relevant not because of their objective properties but because of what emanates
from them, what they actively contribute to the scene as a whole and to the atmosphere
with which it is suffused. (Aesthetics of Atmospheres 140)
To a degree, ambiance is similar to the mood and atmosphere that is felt in social and political
events, or settings, such as we see in installations from South Africa, while, at the same time, being
akin to the aura that one feels in cultural and traditional situations, such as we see in stone and
metal sculptures from West Africa and the Nile Valley. Ambiance is relevant, as well, to the issue
of air (or atmosphere) and the environment in the East African tradition of wood carving.
According to Griffero, rather than interpret the world, philosophers need to perceive it
atmospherically. He proceeds to define our perception of atmosphere as being something more
than mere perception: “While counting on the same reality index (owing to the identity of the real
and the perceived), atmospheric perception is . . . never the uneffective and anaesthetic perception
tackled by psychology handbooks, thus fatally confusing experience and experiment” (Griffero,
Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces 12). Instead, Griffero identifies our perception of atmosphere with
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“lived significance,” especially with “emotional saliences at least partly cognitively penetrable”
(Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces 12).
Meanwhile, the spatiality of atmospheric feeling is numinous not only in terms of what
Griffero calls “the genius loci” of nature but also in terms of the divine. Yet, as much as it is
spiritual, the purity of atmospheric space is aesthetic, too, in the practice of art and architecture.
“It consists in making a space into a place, namely discovering the potential sense present in a
given environment” (Griffero, Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces 75).
As has been noted, unlike aura and atmosphere, ambiance guarantees the “correct balance
between physical (external) and psychic (internal)” (Griffero, Aesthetics of Emotional Spaces 76).
Still, as with aura and atmosphere, we will also investigate the psychology and perception of
ambiance: the visual and other sensory experiences, along with the character and prevailing mood
of the five locations or scenes that will appear in our narrative on the varieties of African sculpture.
The discussion about ambiance is really about how a space feels and how it emanates a
certain air or atmosphere. The art of stage setting, which enhances ambiance, provides the space
of art with a natural scenery and emotional character—“a useful paradigm [for] producing
atmospheres” (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 3). In turn, one’s engagement in life through the
practice of art is a kind of stage performance done in a frame—or through an act of enframing—a
way of revealing being, according to Heidegger, within that same air or atmosphere. Then, finally,
for the viewer of the artwork, ambiance, or its stage-set, is a phenomenon that we sense, inhabit,
and imagine in an ongoing process of Heideggerian unconcealment, an everyday search for what
it means to be human, one in which we may, in the quest for meaning, enter the clearing and, in
the end, then ‘clear the air’ on the path to unconcealment.

27

According to Böhme, the staging or “presentation” of artworks “must take place within a
certain setting, a certain arrangement” (Aesthetics of Atmospheres 3). While stage design, or miseen-scène, which is essential for ambiance, has been used to analyze “atmosphere” in recent
scholarship on architecture and design, this dissertation extends its use to the study of the elements
of design or mise-en-scène in African sculpture.

Chapter Summaries
We have divided our dissertation into five chapters, each covering a different theme: first,
opulence, and then, in that order, mirageness, earthiness, aurality, and vitality.
Chapter One discusses the opulence not only of ancient Egypt but also of nature, or cosmic
nature, and its associated materials or imagery. Metaphorically, the Nile River transfers meaning
from the natural world to Nilotic sculpture, while transcending time as it flows and remaining a
resource that abides but that is always crossing boundaries, rather than being tied to any fixed,
narrow, or mere binary formalism. Not only can the water of the Nile easily cover one’s body, but
the river and its landscape are also, in a sense, a vast work of natural “land art” that is able to
initiate an aesthetic feeling by creating a Nilotic ambiance and a temperature around the body.
Chapter Two investigates both myth and history as memory, mirage, and imagination,
while examining the genre of land art as a stage for ambiance in the designs of Dineo Seshee
Bopape and Strijdom van der Merwe, in South Africa and elsewhere.
Chapter Three continues with the spatiality of landscape art to examine the allure of the
earth and its ecological relations as being the province of ambiance. In the context of African art,
sculpting, even the creation of landscape art, is an act of preservation not only of one’s relations
with other beings but also of nature as it is—the saving of pristine ground especially in the Congo.
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Chapter Four explores aurality within the sonic, social, and cultural context that envelops
the audience to create aural and ambient sensations. The chapter is also an excavation of the
etymology of ambiance from its initial French roots and its development within the humanities
and everyday aesthetics, thereby paving the way for some of its more recent appearances, in the
school of Afrofuturism, for instance. We perform an analysis of music, here, that expresses a
certain aspect of rural life—often unknown to those who now live in cities—by focusing on an
array of ambient and less ambient sounds heard in the foreground and background of the music,
as well as on highly affective sounds that are both natural and instrumental.
Chapter Five examines how the aura of some in situ sculptures often expresses fear, angst,
or estrangement, thereby capturing the vitality, mood, and atmosphere that envelop minorities in
Africa and the disapora. In this atmosphere, it becomes difficult for the shunned minority Other to
have an authentic existence with authentic meaning.
The dissertation also specifically analyzes the sounds, costumes, and sculptural musical
instruments of the Luo people of the Nile Valley that together reflect the ambiance of the moment,
the Luo conception of time, and Luo representation via a pathic object. Ayub Ogada’s song
“Kothbiro” allows us to uncover the keenness of the Luo spirit because it expresses the heightened
feeling that can be incited by an imaginary atmosphere.
The dissertation does not look, for instance, at whether new state-of-the-art technology like
Virtual Reality might allow artists and art spaces to create a new kind of mise-en-scène for
sculptural ambiances and atmospheres. It seems to us, perhaps, that the use of VR for this end
might even lead to a flattening or diminishment of what, in the history of art reception, has long
been the unique and variable experience of ambiance. Yet, it is fair to say that our research has its
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own promise, nonetheless, as it draws rather widely from the fields of art and music, ecology and
architecture, art history, art theory, and philosophy.
At the end of the dissertation, we pose this question: what can we learn about the future of
museum art viewing and patronage from advanced technologies for experiencing the plastic arts,
such as augmented and virtual reality? That, of course, is a separate area of research, which, in the
main, falls outside of the scope of this project, and we can only opine that if ambiance is enhanced
by augmented reality and virtual reality, then museums may be able to use that outcome, in time,
to enhance their viewership and their representational role.
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CHAPTER ONE: Opulence
I have known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow
of human blood in human veins.
—Langston Hughes, The Negro Speaks of Rivers

Fig. 1. Agop, Armen. Sculpture Exhibit. 2008, Zamalek Art Gallery, Cairo, Egypt.
Zamalek Art Gallery, www.zamalekartgallery.com/en_item.php?itemID=2550.

1. Visuality: A Thing
On top of a knee-high plinth, the chocolate-colored sculptures, sitting against creamy wall
backgrounds look, more or less, like half-coffee beans or the firm breasts of a young, dark, sepiatoned woman. The warm gallery room is surrounded in all directions by a soft ambient light. Pure
color helps to distill the simplified forms, like those of a Matisse painting, and reveal the unique
quality of each individual sculpture. Here, soundlessness invades space in a quiet without end
surrounded in all directions by the soft warm light. Stoic silence flows from their forms, with their
existence in the gallery being defined by an almost palpable vibration that flows like a series of
currents; and, yet, the soundless hum, like that of bees first announcing their presence, gives the
sculptures a sonic character. This preference for remaining silent invites a curious, human urge for
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tactile relations. It triggers in us a desire to experience a space different from our own via the
initiation of physical contact.
In the end, each one of the sixteen sculptures on exhibition at the Zamalek Art Gallery in
Cairo has a distinctly contradictory character: one of hopefulness, authority, or timidity. This
contradiction is their song, their light, their meaning, their opulent ambiance. The first sculpture,
AAG010 (see fig. 2), a minimalist dark-brown granite and basalt disc by Cairo-born Armen Agop,
one of the most appealing contemporary sculptors in Egypt, is reminiscent of the more abstract
sculptures of Barbara Hepworth. Although tactile and sensual, the object also has a natural,
numinous quality. Its form goes beyond one’s usual visual perception and invites physical
interaction. As the distance between the viewer and the object is narrowed, spatial and spiritual
connections ensue. Little by little, it becomes impossible to ignore one’s own deep emotional
response to its powerful meditative simplicity.

Fig. 2. Agop, Armen. AAG010. 2007. Zamalek Art Gallery, www.zamalekartgallery.com/
en_item.php?itemID=2501.
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While exploring the tension between movement and stillness, Agop’s work lies in an
interzone between things human and nonhuman. There is a formal rhythm in this space, yet, in
reality, this rhythm is felt more than heard, like a gravitational pull that can draw things into itself.
If the rhythm is approached, and seen, it opens up and sways (Bell). Its presence is not only that
of art, but of a way of life, for in this torrid, gray desert city along the Nile, in the humid light of
Cairo, one senses the tangible even if fleeting waves of liberty and religious fervor alongside the
more lasting poverty and opulence, as one looks at these works by Agop.
One early summer afternoon, light is staged to bring out the ambiance. As Georges DidiHuberman says, light has the “power of illumination,” and this sculpture has the power of “letting
light pass through it” (39). As a phenomenon, either cosmic or meteorological, light generates a
thing, an object of light, that is abundant and ambient in terms of its proportional composition.
Think of the sun, the moon, lightning, or a bulb, or, perhaps, a spotlight in darkness that drives us
to Georges Didi-Huberman’s question: How does one create a visuality that addresses the
curiosity of the visible, even its pleasure? His answer is that we can do so via the desire to see the
Absent One (Didi-Huberman 32), which, in our case, here, is the “invisible ambiance” that
manifests itself in light, sound, silence, and color. These elements can allow for contemplation,
but especially for the silence of the gods.
Agop has provided a stage for ambiance. The sculptures here are not pathetic but pathic in
the way they show a gestalt of opulence. They are not just subliminal but sublimely beautiful in a
Kantian sense, an out of body experience. In Kant’s analysis of the beautiful, he talks of one’s
aesthetic pleasure as being grounded in a judgment of the object, and not in its existence (Böhme,
Aesthetics of Ambiance 42). Here at the Zamalek Gallery, however, beauty is grounded in an
“existence” that occupies the middle space between the subject and the object. Thus, in AAG010,
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the sculptor is expressing the unseen form of life. The polished surface of the oeuvre, for this
series, reflects a splash of light that shines on the viewer’s face, blunting one’s vision.

Fig. 3. Agop, Armen. AAG004. 2008. Zamalek Art Gallery, www.zamalekartgallery.com/
en_item.php?itemID=2544.

In AAG004, the rays of sun awaken the work’s brown surface and ignite wavering flakes.
The sculptures initially repose in a precarious stillness, yet also anchor forms that consent to
movement (Bell), when pressed by a hand wrapped by fingers inside a palm, to provide an
experience of the soft touch of pure joy. Here, we see what can be described as a responsive
environment curated in and by the gallery. It is in fact a montage, a mise-en-scène that follows the
elementary grammar of stimulus-response, so that bodies can react to these sculptures through
sensuous awareness of their ambiance.
To see these pieces by Agop is to be awed and lulled in equal measure. Each is distinctive
yet thematically connected to the other, giving the impression of a generational family tree, whose
branches are united not only by their smooth surfaces but also their different shapes. A family in
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dialectical relation—one of love and hate, back and forth, or big and small—yet, calling for
compromise.
In 2008, Agop had his first exhibition at the Zamalek Art Gallery in Cairo. On display were
shiny black bronze disc-like sculptures of various configurations, whose hue, in the ambient light,
seems, at times, to resemble the lighter brown room color. Each disc, here or there, gathering itself
into a tiny cone with a single point, the point of sensuous convergence, to become a tipped “top,”
looking like the upside of a nipple desiring human touch—a convergence that even uncannily
succeeds in bringing about a union of object and subject.
Viewed from a distance, there is in each piece of his artwork, perched delicately on a white
display plinth, the appearance of something transfixed yet capable of movement, and therein lies
an open contradiction. It is a paradox that could challenge Merleau-Ponty’s theory of faith in
perception because and, obviously, leads to the question of whether “the world is what we see”
(The Visible and the Invisible 3). Here, figures AAG007 and AAG008 are dense and strong in
character yet convey a merry enthusiasm. In it, one finds a longing to dance, which is, nonetheless,
encapsulated by restraint. Desiring to be free, but not for just anyone, this merry enthusiasm only
shares its freedom with those who choose to touch and see. No sound or rays of light interrupt the
shiny blackness of these works, yet a sensuous touch can caress the sculptural form to awaken
one’s consciousness and, thus, signal in the body the immediate arrival of ambiance.
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Fig. 4. Agop, Armen. AAG012. 2008. Zamalek Art Gallery,
www.zamalekartgallery.com/en_item.php?itemID=2542.

2. Silence
This work is interesting and as fresh as rainforest air. In a world of contemporary art where
a loud statement is popular, Agop instead prefers a union of silence—which seems to be a core
value of his. In the current climate, it is, more or less, countercultural in thought and principle for
silence to mingle with ambient sculptures, though his works can often exhibit this key principle.
Severe and idealistic, AAG012 (see fig. 4) shows a proper area of influence emanating from an
unrelenting, powerful feeling that is inescapable, and then continues out to an optimistic end. There
is silence, and in the end that is more than any expression; no more to be said. In fact, wherever
one might be, in a museum or in the open air, there is little silence in silence since ambient sound
is located “offstage,” enveloped and concealed from auditory examination, and seldom captured
in any immediate acoustic field of study. Timeless silence, in a world of indulgence, says a lot to
us in contemplation, when we consider the inverse. Deeply rooted in Egyptian culture, Agop’s
works are something of a trace of this silence, evocative of an old virtue in nature and in the thought
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of the ancient world, yet distinctive in its opulent approach. This quiet is calming and is almost
therapeutic.
AAG012 is a maquette-like, pyramidal, granite structure. Like others, it is minimalist,
embodying only what is required, while needing nothing more, taking nothing away. Quietly and
confidently resonating in both their static form and mobility, each of the sculptures appears content
within itself, demanding nothing more, and the sculptor is equally lacking in flash and
showboating, instead letting his magnificent work do the talking; and when it is finished, what
essentially comes out is a certain way of being (Bell). Now, that “being” is able to meet the viewer.
Embraced in the dimmer light of the gallery space, it provides a different, more muted atmosphere,
one arising from the tension within someone who has come from two cultures and who is drawn
to the endurance of historical art, while, at the same time, being affected by the dry landscape of
his country.
Most of these pieces have wide bottom bases with an edge leading to a single point at the
top, balanced on a pivot. Their surfaces carry meres trace of polish that catch enough light to draw
attention to them without reflection. The black piece on a white square plinth, for instance,
accentuates the contrast of curved forms with their surroundings. The shine enlivens all the
sculptures, while improving their intractability through touch. They look as though they are
reaching out from the circle of their bases to the tips of their edges, pivoting toward their
surroundings (Hamdy). Each of them is made of basalt, bronze, and granite.
Between the two disparate cultures, each with its on issues and interpretations, Agop has
to maintain an aesthetic balance, and so some of his work steers clear of the certainty of form, yet
it maintains its ambient effect. This uncertainty, along with its accompanying balancing act, are an
essential part of his identity. “It was in the desert, where there seems to be nothing,” he says, “that’s
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where I learned to see” (Martinique); this same desert, of course, being a desolate place that may,
at times, allow the mind, body, and soul to come into balance, amid harmonic surroundings.

Fig. 5. Agop, Armen. AAG009. 2008. Armen Agop, www.armenagop.com/touch.asp.

Choked by the basalt, yet seeking escape, some of his pieces show a glimpse of hope, a
touch of curiosity about the goings-on in the surrounding space, their softer lines sitting
comfortably, incurious of the world around them. They appear to maintain Apollonian silence,
though not all are as stable as they seem; if a curious viewer gently pushes one of them, and
observes it as it rocks back and forth, he or she will discover a more jovial, Dionysian side to the
dancing bodies.
It is important here to understand that abstraction, simplicity, or minimalism, or the three
of them in a unified whole, can indeed yield a mix of complicated messages. At times, the
simplicity of this kind of contemporary praxis can contradict the opulence of some ancient art
styles, and, yet, within that disagreement, Michael Peppiatt argues, the essentials may be similar
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(6-7). The simple sculptures of Agop, for instance, tend to represent our shared feelings as a gallery
ambiance or as an environment tuned to the right ambient silence.

Fig. 6. Agop, Armen. AAG006. 2007. Zamalek Art Gallery, www.zamalekartgallery.com/
en_item.php?itemID=2500.

AAG006 (see fig. 6) is a miniature, pyramidal, dark brownish bronze and granite sculpture
that also invites touch. It is through physical contact that people interact with art in Africa, where
dialogism removes the sacredness of “aura” (as in Benjamin). By dissolving the distance between
the artwork and the viewer, tactility or closeness to the artwork ensures that the aura remains
attached to the object. As they are enveloped in the air and in the aesthetics of art, viewers become
engaged in a meeting with nature, while, for his or her part, the artist then hopes that such a physical
relation will create an atmosphere that will enrich human experience. The writer Myriam Hamdy
puts it this way, “[Agop] suggests that our role as admirers or critics is meaningless when we meet
the artwork on a human level. He wants people to feel free to encounter the stone just as they might
a person, by extending their hand” (Hamdy). It serves to confirm that the human relationship with
art is always constructed to create a social ambiance.
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Fig. 7. Gilded Coffin Lid for the Priest Nedjemankh. Late Ptolemaic Period
(150–50 BC). Wikimedia Commons, commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lid_
of_the_ coffin_of_the_priest_of_Heryshef,_NedjemankhMETDP-14049-02.jpg.

3. Image: Opulence
King Tutankhamun remains the poster boy for Ancient Egyptian rulers and the opulence
of their society continues to be the subject of fascination a century later. His sublimely,
breathtaking death mask was crafted from 24 pounds of gold while his eyes were made of quartz
and obsidian with eyeliner of lapis lazuli. It is enchanting and, without a doubt, the most
recognizable artifact to have emerged from antiquity. Once kept in a tomb in the Valley of Kings,
the mask has attracted massive audiences with its aura of opulence and regal mystery during tours
around the world.
Ancient Egyptians believed in the divinity of gold and thought their gods were carved from
precious metals: gold and silver. While gold was readily available locally, silver was imported
from the nearby Nubian Kingdom of Kush. Egypt’s sun god Ra was sometimes referred to as the
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“mountain of gold” (Silverman 64), while his daughter, the goddess Hathor, was called the Golden
One.
The use of gold in death masks and sarcophagi reflects the belief that pharaohs were divine.
The tips of the obelisks and pyramids were often gilded, thereby emphasizing their link to the god
of the sun. Gold reserves were built up by the government of Egypt and gold was used as a currency
for the payment of mercenaries (Silverman 64). Nubia mined gold from the beginning, and the
name of one of its ancient cities, Nubt, or “gold town,” suggests that its prosperity was based on
the exploitation of this precious metal.
The initial use of gold dates back to before the ancient Kingdom of Egypt and what it meant
for them is hard to pin down. Lexically, gold is defined as a malleable, ductile, yellow metallic
element that most often occurs “free,” or within a few minerals, and was used by royal artisans in
Egypt for making coins, jewelry, and dentures (“Gold”).
Due to its rarity and prestige, gold is a symbol of, and the unit of measurement for, the
finest of things. Its mere presence implies a value judgement, an issue of morality requiring us to
claim an intuition of a knowledge of truth, not otherwise accessible to the ordinary person, while,
for its part, this intuition is a vision that negates doubt (Polt, Heidegger 26). It may not be a physical
vision but rather an insight embedded in Platonism, Cartesian reason, or a Kantian a priori.5
Aristotle advises us, in his Nicomachean Ethics, that in the conduct of life we should seek
the guidance, as well as follow the example, of a person of practical wisdom, one whose judgement
we can trust—thus, one who is, essentially, a philosopher. Seeking and then following such
guidance is golden. The philosopher’s stone was thought to allow us to turn lead, or any other

5 Plato elevated the unseen celestial truth over the seen; René Descartes trusted his mind over his eyes; and Kant

argued there are certain truths that are innate to us—a knowledge we are born with and not perceived.
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“base metal,” into gold. This becomes clear in the work of Hegel when he says that “if the
philosopher’s stone is hidden anywhere, it must at any rate be within Nature herself” (qtd. in
Neimanis 40).
Outside of the inquisitive and speculative realm of Hegel’s metaphysics, gold is essentially
a simple, though rare, metal element with the chemical symbol Au, from the Latin aurum, which
means “shining dawn,” and has been used since antiquity to produce jewelry and sculpture, as well
as to decorate monuments and statues. Is the shining light of gold “ambient”? Probably. Ambient
light has been used for decades by the artist James Turrell. In some of his works, including the
2018 light installation at the Jewish Museum in Berlin, ambient fluorescent light fills a room-size
space; and the more time that a viewer happens to stand in it, the more heightened his or her
awareness becomes, until this keenness of perception is able to generate a unique understanding
of the “logic of space” (Kim 37).
There are many reasons to be happy with gold. A symbol of immortality and power, it does
not corrode, while its rarity and aesthetic quality make gold ideal for the powerful: kings,
aristocrats, and the rich.
History offers us guidance. For instance, the ancient gold-mining operations in Egypt were
organized so that each mine was operated by workers under the supervision of a military
commander. At the start of the Common Era, during the eighteenth dynasty, the royal family and
the aristocrats had plenty of gold, while merchant wealth, in the form of precious metal, did not
trickle down to poor villagers and farmers. Nubia supplied gold, along with beads, gemstones, and
eyepaint, to the wealthy. Artisans supported divine kings, building huge royal sarcophagi, temples,
and pyramids. An emblem of the exoticism, opulence, and quality of their artisanal art, the admired
mask of Tutankhamun, placed within his famed gilt sarcophagus, was fashioned from a solid gold
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bar, and decorated with precious stones and colored glass. Its abiding reputation, built on the
transformative power of art, is still intact because of its still abiding images, which, to this day,
connect the ancients to contemporary life (Sooke).
Memories are seared into the modern Egyptian’s DNA. The nation’s ancient imagery of
excess, lavishness, and wealth has been well documented, especially in the form of the sarcophagus
of Tutankhamun. Yet beneath its shining and luxuriant image is a touching, vulnerable spirit; a
portrait of contrasting attributes, which can shift with ease from luxury to intimacy, or from
naturalism to stylization. The portrait captured in figure 7 above represents the art of pharaonic
Egypt at the zenith of its oracular and innovative power (Kim 66). As leading architectural players
in the ancient national drama, the palaces of Tutankhamun and Nefertiti showed off their famed
walls decorated with beautiful paintings, while, to this day, their head busts, particularly
Nefertiti’s, at once represent elegance and purity, order and symmetry (Sooke 40). In the queen’s
bust, a work of genius is evident, a proportionally designed sculpture, with clear geometric shapes
like the inverted cone of her headdress that tapers down in perfect alignment with her forehead
and cheekbones, that is ambient in the way it defines its surrounding and creates a mood or some
type of emotion. The mask dominates its space in a gallery at the British Museum, with its
expressive representation and opulence. The mask even seems to dominate the viewer, who moves
through the heavy traffic of viewers to stand transfixed before it.
Just as the ancients erected great monuments for their dead, modern Egyptians have
resurrected the practice, and are now building a new home for Tutankhamun and his ancestors
roughly a mile away from the Great Pyramid of Giza, built by Pharaoh Khufu to immortalize
himself. Not far from Cairo, another construction is underway for the Grand Egyptian Museum. It
is something monumental, rising in glass and concrete, that can act as an exemplar of the Zeitgeist
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to future generations. The construction has taken eight years so far, with the opening being delayed
to 2021, yet it will be worth the wait since the design for the new museum is quite splendid. It is
the size of a big airport terminal, with an outsize price tag to match. Since the Egyptians badly
want overseas visitors to come back in large numbers after years of political turmoil not unlike
those that the pharaohs had to face, this immense museum is a highly calculated gamble, a onebillion-dollar bet on the widely held fascination with Tutankhamun’s mystery because his treasures
are the star attraction. Some of Tutankhamun’s most valued objets d’art have been subjected to
road shows since 1960, including portraits of a pharaoh whose face and body are painted black as
a symbol of the fertile soil of the Nile. Tutankhamun’s portrait, in all of its guises, was always
idealized, just as his famed death mask.

Fig. 8. Ornament of a Winged Scarab Holding a Sun Disc. c. 1897 BC–1878 BC. The British Museum,
www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA54460.

In contrast to the opulence of the pharaohs, one can see the poverty of ordinary rural
farmers as it is portrayed in the works of twentieth-century Egyptian artists, among them, the
playwright Tawfik el-Hakim. Hakim’s play The Sultan’s Dilemma is a medieval story examining

44

the moral obligations of a ruler: an Egyptian sultan at the height of his power discovers that he has
never been manumitted and, thus, his rule is invalid. Written during the period of the fading
euphoria over President Abdel Nasser, who presided over the fall of British colonialism in Egypt,
the story of the play is reminiscent of an earlier era, when political power was the basis of most
ancient Egyptian sculpture.
On display at the British Museum, for instance, one can find a twelfth-dynasty ornament
of a winged scarab holding a sun disc (see fig. 8) from 1886-1878 BC; while it is currently on view
at the British Museum, it was also one of the major items that were seen in the 2016 exhibition Art
and Power in Ancient Egypt at the Cleveland Museum of Art. This colorful royal jewelry, staged
in the middle of a pitch-black background, shows the power that lies behind Hakim’s drama, with
its imagery of royal opulence.
In 2016, Gamal El-Sagini’s pharaonic bronze figure, Nasser (2014) (see fig. 9), was sold
by the London auction house Christie’s. It shows the modern liberator of Egypt surrounded by
protective peasants. On Nasser’s chest and side, the peasants place lotus flowers, which symbolize
rebirth after death. Lotus, with its roots in mud, is a sacred plant known for reblooming every
morning after a night of being immersed in the Nile. El-Sagini depicts Nasser in an act of power
and protection. The ethical use of power in an Aristotelian sense fascinates the sculptor. For
instance, in his work The Will (see fig. 11) shown at the Zamalek Art Gallery, he sculpted a copper
relief of his own likeness as a pharaoh. It was a fictive image of his death, surrounded by his
virtues―love, hope, music, and art―rather than the worldly possessions that we often see of the
pharaohs. In a later work, The Nile (see fig. 10), a Kafkaesque bronze relief, El-Sagini reimagines
form and depicts the great river as an old bearded man, a source of solace and relief to many
people. In these two reliefs, the artist projects his own images of the present onto those of his
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country’s opulent and violent past, and the result is a visual representation of an experience aligned
to historical ambiance.

Fig. 9. El-Sagini, Gamal. Nasser. 1960. Christie’s, www.christies.com/
lot/lot-gamal-el-sagini-egyptian-1917-1977- nasser-6024995/.

Fig. 10. El-Sagini, Gamal. The Nile. 1958. Zamalek Art Gallery,
www.zamalekartgallery.com/en_item.php?itemID=6670.
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Fig. 11. El-Sagini, Gamal. The Will. 1954. Zamalek Art Gallery,
www.zamalekartgallery.com/en_item.php?itemID=6607.

4. Metaphors
There is an African proverb that says when an elder is blown away by the wind, his spirit
still survives. “Being blown away” is how some Africans think of death, never believing that
anyone dies for good. The soul, the life force within human beings, can never die. It might be
forgotten after so many generations, yet it cannot perish, while the spirits of the truly great will be
forever revered. Having left the earth, the soul rises to the sky where it meets other souls in joy,
and where it makes common cause with them against the spirits of evil, who may, at times, have
ulterior designs on the living (Onyango-Ogutu and Roscoe 15-20). The key duty, then, of the living
in this world is to have singled out certain trees and rocks, and then to declare them the earthly
dwelling spaces of the spirits and deities.
Likewise, according to the same array of ancient African beliefs, lakes and rivers are also
chosen as special places of veneration. Such spaces belong to no one person. The land and air
around them are also sacrosanct, and worship is never confined but rather is woven into the
ordinary business of the day. Thus, if an open-air sculpture, in its own everydayness, can still be
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seen as an object of fascination and can alter the experience of a place while becoming part of the
natural environment, what is likely to happen if one is near water or a river?
Water brings everything together. In order to understand the power of water, one must
reject any binary separation of humankind from the realm of nature that envelops humanity.
Instead, conception of water or rivers needs to embrace a more intimate relation between human
beings and water in the Anthropocene era.6
The Nile River, for instance, winding through half of the African continent, is
metaphorically or even symbolically an S-shaped natural sculpture that conjures a cognitive map
of the entire Nile region. It is a natural mise-en-scène, a stage on which one can verify the concepts
of opulence and ambiance. Yet, the Nile also shapes the daily experience of the local population;
as it winds like the divine snake on pharaoh’s headdress, its water ripples, bubbles, and flows.
The caduceus, the snake-entwined rod of Asclepius, is a symbol of healing. It is all about
life, just as the Nile River is a life-giving medicine to the Egyptians; the water a source on which
all life depends. The Nile River stirs up a cascade of associations that may seem unconnected
physically, but its natural design elicits thoughts of water’s rippling flow, evoking a sense of
fluidity, that of a snake, like the Egyptian asp. Its natural design conveys the experience of being
in the Nile Valley.
The valley’s immense river is an example of an embodied metaphor as much as the
sculptural figures of the pharaohs that are seen in a built environment. Maurice Merleau-Ponty
explains that although perception is formal, the meaning of a word is not contained in its sound
(Phenomenology of Perception,193), and so the Nile as an “unheard” idea or metaphor can,

6

In Bodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenomenology, Astrida Neimanis makes a similar point, though her
definition falls short; see Neimanis 5.
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without a sound, transfer meaning from the natural world to the reliefs and sculptures of ancient
Egypt. This immense river in Africa is meta since it transcends time and space. It is a flowing, yet
abiding, resource that is always crossing boundaries rather than ever being tied to the fixed, the
narrow, or the binary. Not only can its water easily cover the body, it can initiate the feeling and
create the temperature around one’s body.
As the river moves from its natural state to a staged environment or scene, it brings with it
a sense of emotional comfort and bodily ease, the ambient feeling that might accompany one’s
home, or other dwelling place. This movement to the stage―to land art or sculpture as a built
environment―has an effect on our sense of well-being. Goldhagen says, “We imbibe such
metaphors [as rivers] out of our experiences of familiar and concrete things [that] are harvested to
convey abstract notions, feelings and ideas” (75).
In this way, the river metaphor elicits emotionally salient associations, visual images,
sensations, and memories. Feelings are mood as much as they illuminate a range of abstract
concepts. In this case, the feeling of well-being is intimately associated with life. In one of the
most revealing writings on epistemology from ancient Egypt, the scribe Kheti satirically describes
the rural way of life, and adds that, “the fisherman and washerman have to contend with the
crocodiles down at the riverbank, while the reed cutter and messenger are out in all weathers” (qtd.
in Wilkinson 288). These heightened experiences are associated with the natural conditions in
which those who are working in or along the Nile happen to find themselves. Nature and its natural
objects, such as the Nile River, can, in the end, also be a stage on which one exhibit and experience
a particular mood, along with its ambient milieu.
The experience presents us with an issue in the representation of art—yet one that might
still affirm art’s role in the discourse of ambiance(s). It is one of the reasons why the traditional
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model of representation must come under scrutiny. If an artificially designed sculpture, for
instance, is totally cut off from our social life, it can, as the Romantics argued, create spaces of
emotional refuge. And, yet, if an object of sculpture is a natural object as the Nile River is, then
not only will it affirm the ambient condition that has already been created by nature but also it will
represent and constitute the language of an ontology that lies at the foundation of African life.
Thus, we argue that the new phenomenological method of engagement with aesthetic
imagination, which derives from an earlier ontological inquiry, will better succeed in the
epistemological project in which we try to understand the zeitgeist of a particular locality. In this
case, the water in the river Nile might be seen as opulent to the extent that life is devoted to it as
much as this same Nile water is also devoted to generating electrical energy in the Nile Valley.
The opulence, from a conceptual point of view, is at once sentimental and emotional, if not actual,
although the primacy of water is hard to argue against, whether in this region or elsewhere in the
world.

5. Natural
Dividing the Sahara from the Red Sea plain, the Nile Valley forms a narrow oasis over a
thousand miles long. It runs from the delta on the Mediterranean and snakes through Sudan to the
Rwenzori mountain range in equatorial Uganda. The Nile Valley, whose image resembles a
painted pine standing on the African map, covers Egypt, Sudan, South Sudan, Ethiopia, and
Uganda. Animating its being, the river itself appears as a vascular system of a living body. When
people think of ancient African civilizations, they often start with Egypt because of its fabled
wealth during antiquity and the grandeur of its monuments. It is no surprise that the Greeks, the
Jews, and now many Africans try to link their respective cultures to the more ancient cultures of

50

the Egyptians. But the valley is also an embodiment of certain specifically African—or nonWestern—geographical, social, and cultural conditions. The effort to link Egypt to Western
civilization, or to portray Egypt as not being African (Burstein, 3), ignores the geographical fact
that Egypt was part of ancient African civilizations that included Kush and Axum along the Nile
Valley.
Kush is the term ancient Egyptians used for the Upper Nile Valley and the south of Egypt,
which was populated by Nubians and is now part of Sudan. This chapter, therefore, covers the
ambient milieu in Egypt, Sudan, South Sudan, Ethiopia, and Uganda that have direct connection
to the Nile River (see fig. 12).

Fig. 12. Map of Africa Highlighting the Nile Valley. Ancient African
History.Com, TaNeter.org, www.taneter.org/nile.agriculture.html.

The world’s longest river, the Nile flows 4,100 miles from the green Rwenzori mountain
range in East Africa into the Mediterranean Sea. It has two tributaries: the White and Blue Nile.
The White Nile sources its waters from the “Mountain of the Moon” at the tripartite border of
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Uganda, Rwanda, and the Congo (the DRC), and then moves north. It is joined at Khartoum in the
Sudan by the Blue Nile, a tributary from the Ethiopian highlands. In the vast region between these
two tributaries, the ancestors of the human race may have first appeared (Visona 48). After the
White and Blue Nile wind their way tortuously through knots of vegetation in Uganda and
Ethiopia, respectively, the two rivers then combine into a single Nile, which then curves into a
broad S-shape as it moves through the Nubian Desert, dropping sharply into a series of six cataracts
before flowing through Egypt.
At this point in Upper Egypt, the Nile is as much as ten miles wide. After it flows beyond
Cairo, it forms a marshy delta, where it branches out into seven lesser “streams” or different
channels, each of them emptying its waters into the Mediterranean Sea. By dint of a divine
providence, the river makes the Nile Valley an oasis in the Sahara Desert. Although it runs the
lengths of Uganda, South Sudan, Sudan, and Egypt, it is only in Egypt where the Nile is truly the
lifeblood of the nation. Because it virtually never rains in Egypt (Lobsenz 431-433), most of the
country is a desert; and, yet, along the Lower Nile there, new floods occur each year in August and
September, as the river overflows its banks, flooding the valley lands, and making them fertile by
leaving behind what is now left of its once brimming black silt, which, for five millennia, had
helped to sustain an exceedingly rich yearly grain crop in Egypt. Sadly, however, in the early
1970s, the Aswan Dam would begin to trap and keep most of the Nile silt in its reservoir, thereby
undermining the year-to-year richness of most of Egypt’s farm soil―until then, annually
renewed―and making this African nation, the former granary of the Roman Empire, into a net
importer of over half of its wheat.
The inundation of the Nile Valley is at once a sign of abundance and scarcity—a
contradiction, like much of Egyptian life. It thus solves one problem but creates another. Aside
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from during two months in the late summer, the valley does not have enough water. Yet when the
river provides its excess water within a short time, it drowns everything along its path and causes
families to flee to higher ground. The benefit comes in the form of rich, dark, arable soil left behind
for farmers when the water ebbs in autumn. Recent Egyptian governments have dug canals and
built dams to irrigate the land during the dry season; in contrast, their ancient ancestors 3,000 years
ago were able to rely on nature and on simpler irrigation schemes. Just as it was in the past, river
water still remains a matter of life and death to the Nile Valley population, with the Nile being the
rope that binds Egyptians, modern Nubians and Ethiopians.
Water not only makes up around sixty percent of the human body but also is the most
abundant and variable compound on the earth’s surface, appearing either in the form of ice, snow,
vapor, or liquid. In antiquity, water was one of the four basic elements of nature (or the cosmos),
along with air, fire, and earth (Solomon and Higgins 33), all of which either can or do surround
our perceptive human bodies. The ancient Greek philosophers not only saw the cosmic order as
geometric but also saw nature on our “pale blue dot” (Carl Sagan) the earth, as the space around
which the universe revolves. In China, the ancient philosopher Lao Tzu called this a paradox,
since, in nature and in the cosmos, what is soft is strong (Tzu). For instance, water, which covers
more than two-thirds of the earth’s surface, appears as a gas in interstellar space, yet, as ice on
some other moons and planets in our solar system, while also appearing as a gas again in the
atmospheres of some stars, including the Sun. It can indeed be abundant in its solid ice phase,
when it is either fixed on grains of dust in space, hiding in an asteroid or a meteorite, or moving in
a comet that visits us from time to time (Finney 1). Water’s fluidity is also its strength. It fosters
harmony and has the humility or the openness to change.
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Water can adapt and flow, constantly vary, and is open to new experiences. It relates to
other beings by circling around, surrounding, or at times, even overpowering them. Gaston
Bachelard, the philosopher of reverie, uses the Heraclitean image of a world in flux to stir our
imagination about the recurring flow of water: “Water is truly the transitory element . . . the
essential, ontological metamorphosis between fire and earth . . . water always flows, always falls,
always ends in horizontal death” (6). Water, he adds, is one of the four elements linked to
temperature that inspire our dreams and imaginings, and this inspiration then mediates how we
reason and how we describe the natural objects around us (Bachelard 1). For instance, the image
of water can ripple from a center-point and then constantly expand; and how we see that expansion
then becomes a metaphor for the change in our consciousness.
The widening movement of the ripples in water is at once vertical and horizontal, and, thus,
also characteristic of the elements of air, fire, or earth. Hence, in Bachelard, it is metaphoric of the
evolution of our consciousness. Similarly, Hans Blumenberg, when he is writing on the issue of
ethics, alludes to the equality of water and earth, while, at the same time, claiming that our
understanding at once derives from reason and imagination (Cares Crosses the River 3, 67, 69).
Water’s relationality is shown in the way that it works with, rather than against, its
environment: it envelops and, at the same time, provides shelter to marine life. And while scientists
think of rivers and lakes in chemical terms, as living reactors that exchange gases with the air
around us, they also see them as watery places that collect and subtly transform the material
washed in from the surrounding rain catchment, as well as bodies of water where algae and aquatic
plants create new organic matter through photosynthesis (Warwick 1).

54

Thus, rivers and lakes form an oasis in the landscape where in a “rhizomatic”7 fashion
microbes, plants, and animals then form networks of interaction and where species, food webs,
and ecological processes await discovery. In other words, from a moral point of view and in its
Deleuzean form, water is essentially life, as well as being essential to life. It has no ego as it
promotes the endeavors of others, behind the scenes, in such a way that without its quiet
contribution, life as we know life it would not exist. Hence, water may be seen as a key to the ethos
of care.8 It helps in the staging of the natural, social, and economic activities that are known for
sustaining life and human life, such as moderating the atmospheric conditions of dryness and
humidity in the Nile Valley.
One of the cosmological theories that has been advanced is that the earth’s water came
from the impacts of wet bodies such as comets, which contain large amounts of frozen water.
Moreover, we noted earlier that the dust grains that accreted to form the earth, as well as the other
bodies in the solar system, had icy coverings that initially came from the gas in the nebula
enveloping the dust grains. It is possible that much of the water on earth was retained, little by
little, by accretion, and that the capture of water vapor from the solar nebula is another way we got
water (Finney 43).

6. Symbolism

7

Rhizome is a botanical term that means a continuously growing horizontal underground stem which puts out lateral
shoots and roots at intervals. In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari reconstitute the term to a philosophical concept challenging Western thought. They argue that Western
thought is based on a tree model where the tree sprouts from a single seed, produces a trunk, and continuously
branches out as it grows and spreads vertically, and yet can be traced back to the single origin (Deleuze and Felix
188-189).
8 In Being and Time, Heidegger suggests that being cares about others (57).
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Water symbolizes a near supreme goodness. It benefits all things without exception (and,
most often, without contending with them); in its being, it flows to depth; in its expression, it is
abundantly honest, content with its nature, and in the mind of Lao Tzu, it cannot be faulted (Tzu).
In the Nile Valley, the situation is no different. The Nile River is divinely sculptural in its spatial
design, composition, and ecological significance; it is a mythological living object on an otherwise
dead or arid scene. Like El-Sagini’s relief sculpture, the river itself is a giver of peace and calm.
While Alexandria and Cairo are modern cities relying on trade, a large number of the
citizens along the Nile are still living a traditional, peasant way of life, deriving their livelihood
from the use of fishing dhows or from farm plows driven by camels and water buffalo. In
Herodotus’s time, when the river flooded the valley, water lilies or lotus flowers provided edible
food while papyrus growing in the delta supplied material for art and writing (Herodotus 494). For
the people of the Nile valley in antiquity and in the present, in some instances, everything was or
is about the gods. Thus, due to its divine status, the Nile River occupied or still occupies a high
place in the mythological hierarchy of those living in the Nile Basin.9
In ancient Egyptian creation myths, the ocean existed before the sun came out of a lily
flower on the water surface. The sun god, Ra and overall ruler, had four children, the gods Shu
and Geb and the goddesses Tefnut and Nut. Shu and Tefnut became the atmosphere. They stood
on Geb, who became the earth, and raised up Nut, who became the sky. Geb and Nut later had two
sons, Set and Osiris, and two daughters, Isis and Nephthys. Helped by Isis, his sister-wife, Osiris
succeeded Ra as king of the earth. In the end, the Nile is key to this story because of its links to

9 The Nile basin comprises 11 countries that claim riparian rights, with Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, and Uganda among

the most impacted. It is used interchangeably with the term Nile Valley.
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the waters of the primeval god Ra, and because it sustains life and, at the same time, feeds into the
belief in water spirits across Africa.
However, the Nile provided a geographical stimulus to the emergence of settled cultures
in the valley that culminated in Africa’s first two urban civilizations, which given their scale were
arguably the world’s first grand civilizations. It was the springboard that enabled people to use
their ingenuity to create such miraculous innovations in Egypt and Nubia, and it arguably laid the
groundwork for the civilizations in Greece, Rome, and elsewhere. It was on the Nile River that the
biblical Moses was supposedly rescued as a little boy by the household of the Egyptian pharaoh
before he grew up to pronounce new Judeo-Christian laws that became the basis for a sacred
humanism. Without him, there would have been no Islam as we know it today because Moses
came to be counted by Muslims as one of the three great prophets of the faith. Whether the tale is
symbolic or real, the location is significant.

7. Water
The Nile is key to understanding African history in part because, if without Egypt, there
would have been no great civilization in the valley, then without the Nile, there would have been
no Egypt (Mazrui, Africans 44). As Herodotus said, Egypt is the gift of the Nile, one that keeps on
giving (100). Egypt, in a sense, is mostly a wide sheet of alluvial soil on the delta brought there by
the river after a long journey from the interior of Africa. Herodotus wrote after his journey to
Egypt, “For the Delta is now alluvial and is, so to speak, a brand-new phenomenon” (100).
Partly because of Africa’s paradox of abundant life and speedy death, the Nile Valley
civilization evolved one of the most complex cultures of death in history. Above all, that is what
the pyramids are about: tombs for the dead. In a way, the story of the pyramids can be traced back
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to the site of Lake Tana in Ethiopia and to the Jinja outlet from Lake Victoria in Uganda. These
were and still are the key sources of the Nile waters. While some cultures build great monuments,
such as a tribute to a departed wife (an immense “love poem” sculpted in marble), ancient
Egyptians and Nubians immortalized the dead in granite mastabas and pyramids. Today’s glass,
stone, or other dwellings for the dead (or their art objects) in Cairo show no fundamental break
between life and death, as has been the rule since the time of Khufu. They are not mere derelict
towns or graveyards. They are the link between contemporary Egyptians and their pharaonic
ancestors.

Fig. 13. Pyramid of Khafre. c. 2570 BC, Giza, Egypt. Photo: MusikAnimal,
2015. Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pyramid_of_Khafre#/media/File:
Pyramid_of_Khafre_Giza_Egypt_in_2015_2.jpg. Illustration of an Egyptian
pyramid as a geometric sculpture.

The Egyptian god Isis is woven into the myth about the Nile. She is custodian of the river
that flows more widely from the south to the north; a symbol of fertility and the mother of Horus;
the national, tutelary deity of opulence. The Nile, a river of renewing riches under the care of Isis,
also represents a system of north-and-south orientation that provides a directional interpretation of
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space centered on horizontal movement via the points on the compass, not a vertical earth-sky
movement.
This orientation is also spiritual, metaphysical, and etymological, deriving as it does from
the link between the sun―or the eye of Horus―and the river’s south to north horizon space. It
makes sense, according to Otto Bollnow, to consider both the vertical and horizontal orientations
as they cover the full spectrum of the canonical elements that are part of the Egyptian cosmology
while also pointing to the relations between the environment and human beings (67).
The environment has the power of the pharaohs. They are divine. El-Sagini’s bronze relief
The Nile (1958) (see fig. 10), as much as the natural river that it represents, captures the power not
just of our gaze but of the artist’s imagination. He interrogates the form, reconstitutes the river. It
means more now. Water is power, so is art and the artist. The Nile reclaims space within the
medium of grand portraiture. El-Sagini portrays himself as regal and powerful, one who commands
the viewer’s attention with strength: with one arm over the pyramids and sailing boats, and the
other carrying a trio of fish. One royal leg supports a crocodile, while his wavering beard flows
like water falling off the first cataract of the Nile. The artist’s entire relief is a staging event.
El-Sagini re-imagines form and depicts the great river as a human, an old conquering
pharaoh figure, a source of solace and relief to many people. Essentially, the artist probes our
perceptions of power in sculpture. Does it rest in the individual artist or in his or her subject? Does
it lie in history, religion, or symbolism? Or is it to be found in the aesthetic alchemy of all these
things combined? The mood emanating from El-Sagini’s The Nile is intimidating, and comparable
to an atmosphere of control. It dominates space.
Dominance as a measure of power is apparent in the Zamalek Art Gallery where it is on
display, but so there is dominance by the artist on Egyptian sculptural landscape, and a visit to the
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Nile, particularly its source in East Africa, only confirms this domination of nature over man—
sublime. Like the river, El-Sagini’s piece overwhelms the viewer. The images of the Nile and
Nasser, individually or together, seize the optics of opulence and strength that, in the past, were
only available to the most powerful deities. In this way, then, El-Sagini’s way of seeing, at once
new and old, links the ancient pharaohs to modern despotic leaders in Egypt, such as Nasser and
Mubarak.
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Fig. 14. El-Sagini, Hana. 42 Bahgat Ali. 2019. Hana El-Sagini,
hanaelsagini.com/42-Bahgat-Ali.

8. Ambosphere: Alchemy
“No one is an island,” wrote John Donne, a seventeenth-century English metaphysical poet
(Donne). Indeed, with few exceptions, most human beings, naturally relational, cannot be isolated.
That is why we thrive as a society and in groups. Humans as part of the ecosystem relate and their
perception changes when they do, or it changes when they are enveloped in these elemental social
spaces.10 Thus, it is not only pertinent that an atmosphere of opulence is apparent in the ancient
sculptures, but also it explains why ecological and cultural evolution has resulted from the long
historical process11 of experience—our experience of relating to other people, to other life forms,

10

Derek P. McCormack defines “envelopment” as a process of being immersed or enclosed in an environment, and
the resulting relation modifies conditions of all beings involved (29). In Bubbles, the first volume in his Spheres
trilogy, Peter Sloterdijk defines “envelopment” as a life support system that makes it possible for (living human)
beings to breathe and to live. All envelopes or life support systems into which human beings (Dasein) are born
(thrown) are artificially designed, and so to define envelopes is to define people. Thus, Slotertijk sees metaphysics
as a spatial project, from the discovery of the self (bubble) to plurality or society (form) and the world (globe). He
writes, “Living in spheres means creating the dimensions in which humans can be contained” (Slotertijk,
Bubbles 28).
11

By historical process, I mean the disciplined inquiry where historians arrive at knowledge.

61

and to new worlds at large (Carr 1). For the human imagination, in Bachelard, the ecological
alchemy underlying this process has been an unending exchange between air, fire, earth, and water.
In a broader context, Egypt has experienced some of the worst possible problems, ranging
from the ecological to the political, throughout its rich history. Yet, there is always that simpler,
and at times also troubled, aspect of life that comes from one’s family, loving or not. The family
can define life for many people, and by mediating emotions in time and space, it can locate the
sphere of ambiance in the body, which is to say, in biology and the ambosphere.12 Family can stir
our emotion and get us to pay attention to unseen ambient conditions. Like his own, the work of
Gamal El-Sagini’s granddaughter, Hana, also exemplifies the inner workings of this “sphere of
ambiance.”
Hana El-Sagini has moved away from her famous grandfather, Gamal, in the sense that her
ideas and her aesthetic are apolitical. Instead, she mixes mediums by combining painting and
sculpture into a single form to illustrate her journey through life and through the endless, yet at
times elusive, possibilities in modern Egypt. Like the ancient metaphysicians, her artistic oeuvre
is full of works that ask simple, yet deep, existential questions: What is life? How does time pass?
Why do some memories linger in our minds, while others simply vanish?
In her Moments exhibition at the Zamalek Art Gallery (November to December 2019),
Hana shares a chronicle of scenes that renew the meaning of everyday life. These moments give
us a sense of humanity and capture nature in time. In doing so, she shows that time is nothing but
a thread of scenes that we keep alive in our minds―in other words, moments are memory. But
how do we relate to memory? Through immersion.

12 Ambosphere comes from ambos and ambien, both referring to a sound sleep aid, but poetically used here as a

zone of hypnosis.
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In Moments (fig. 14), Hana uses a kind of “alchemical” technique, whereby the values of
painting, sculpture, and installation are harmoniously applied in perfect craftsmanship. The
resulting installation is simply that of the inside of a house: a dwelling place; a space between a
light-blue floor carpet and a hanging chandelier, accompanied by an arrangement of a table and
four chairs.
The installation is essentially a family room, enveloped in fluorescent light, and is entitled
so as to show that it is a re-creation of her family’s present-day home. “This is where I have grown
to be who I am today,” she says, “where my feelings…kept changing for the last four decades. It
is between these walls where I impulsively had the urge to escape as a teenager, yet where I [now]
find refuge as a woman” (El-Sagini). She talks about the unseen history contained in this room,
where she would run, open-armed, into the embrace of her parents. “This is the home that carries
enduring echoes of…kisses, laughs, beautiful moments and occasional fights, but always and
forever joyful echoes of eternal love” (El-Sagini). For the artist, the room has unseen or implied
stories in it of love, warmth, and serenity—moments that are etched in her memory.
Other pieces focus on a similar ambient theme whether it is a road trip with friends or a
packed ferry commute, a table tennis game, or even a young boy’s bathroom moment entitled
Finally (2017). The thread of unity is an ephemeral feeling, an atmosphere. Embedded in these
moments are ambiances of joy (on a road trip), claustrophobia (on a ferry), intensity (in a game),
and silence (in a bathroom).

9. Space
Space is not only a place of human settlement. Otto Bollnow is right, of course, about the
anthropological nature of space, but he forgets the divine aspect of it. Space is contextual and
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divine as Heidegger argues, suggesting that “home” is a house of God or that we “dwell poetically”
(“Building, Dwelling and Thinking” 98).13 People live in buildings that surround them, and our
thinking―or imaginings―comes from inside of them, while our mind is sheltered by an enclosed
skull. So, what surrounds space? Another space. At a grander level, the earth is surrounded by
water. At a granular level, the human body is more than sixty percent liquid, and so life dies
without water. Thus, each of us is an avatar of the wider ecosystem. We are, at once, tangibly and
metaphorically, the water around us.
For the past couple of decades, African philosophers have been immersed in a new
materialist discourse that offers us fresh ontological thinking with the promise for a way out of our
ongoing ecological crisis (Serequeberhan 35-49). This thinking recognizes life-defining natural
elements like water. Water and other wet matter account for some two-thirds of a human body’s
constitution (Neimanis 2), and the same is true of the earth’s surface. Even more important, from
an ontological standpoint, is where the water and other bodily fluids come from, what their uses
are, and where they go after being used.
It is arguable that the change, over time, in our body’s water mirrors ecological changes
around us—a process that begins with drinking and ends with peeing, sweating, and weeping,
when water is expelled from our bodies. This process is also repeated in slightly different ways in
other spaces such as our dwelling places, where water flows into and out of the home’s “reserves”
of water, and then on to the sewage and drainage system. Outside the home, rivers take water from
rain and aquifers before disposing of it into the ocean.

13 Heidegger argues that human’s situatedness in the world is contextual or spatial and inextricably bound up with

the question of dwelling, where the four cosmic elements are divinely united into one.
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Regardless of where this “water cycle” takes place, it is undoubtedly part of the sensuous
world of humans and is a natural mediation process that ensures that our bodies can relate with the
environment at an optimal level. As an embodiment of our life force, it provides the right
atmosphere for normal bodily function and for conveying a feeling of ambiance. In that respect,
water not only sustains life in a variety of ways, such as blood flow, but also mediates and, more
openly, gives evidence of our emotions and behavior. It challenges the argument for individuation
and supports a humanist and Anthropocene view of the world. Humans are relational beings
because they are the most naturally social animals on the pale blue dot: our earth that is surrounded
by water, at sea, on land, and in the air.
The argument here is that as much as it is about space, life is about the environment, what
the Germans call umwelt. How does space regulate one’s moods and emotions? Heidegger argues
that space is indeterminate. Not only does space depend on perception but also it is a divine
appearance, so that “the interplay of art and space would have to be thought from out of the
experience of place and region” (Heidegger, “Art and Space” 123). Water is abundant and
pervasive not only in the African spiritual tradition but also in Western thought. Greek cosmology
had it that the world was a flat disc, surrounded by a mighty river or ocean―a view that may have
been drawn from, or that merely correlates with, those of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. Homer
and Thales of Miletus, regarded as the first Greek philosopher, said that water was the hidden
source of all things (Solomon and Higgins 18-19). These ideas have been challenged over the
years, but science has since proved that water is the only substance or cosmic element that can take
the form of a solid, liquid, or gas, and that its moisture can nurture all living things.
There is a belief that the world was in one way or another created out of water, and so it is
perhaps telling that, both in nature and in the body, water still serves as a source of rhythm, at once
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regulating body temperature and playing a key role in seasonal and weather changes. Figuring out
the meaning of water and the nature of how water is embodied in the mythology of Nile Valley
inhabitants is key to understanding their “atmosphere” and whether their ambient milieu was
defined by opulence. The fact that around two-thirds of the human body is made of water
demonstrates water’s abundance at an individual human level, though we are cognizant of how
often this “abundance” can vary, especially at a time when, in some parts of the world, such as
East and Northeast Africa, millions of human beings are suffering from drought and water
shortages.
The Nile Valley is an interesting case study because human settlements along the mighty
river are the result of migration due to climatic changes in North Africa and the expansion of the
Sahara Desert. But at the same time, the water of the Nile, on which almost 300 million people
now depend, can only be described as opulent. However, it cannot be considered outside of its
social and ecological relations with the people who are dependent on this water for farming,
drinking, fishing, cleaning, and swimming. In other words, the Nile water envelops their bodies,
and as they sit or stand by the river, look into its depths, and pass time, their minds are in a state
of reverie, reflection, or contemplation, and their shared lives are perceived differently in time and
space in line with the genius of place: whether it is a river or delta, dry land, wetland, or flooded
field.

10. Light: Illumination
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Fig. 15. Snøhetta and Hamza Associates. Bibliotheca Alexandrina. 2001, Alexandria, Egypt.
ArchDaily, www.archdaily.com/592824/ad-classics-bibliotheca-alexandrina-snohetta.

The new Bibliotheca Alexandrina is a short, angular cylinder emerging from the ground
that was designed in 2001 by a combined team of Norway’s Snøhetta architects and the Egyptian
architectural firm Hamza Associates (fig. 15). Although it was conceived in 1989 as a modern
revival of the ancient Library of Alexandria―burned down, by chance, at the mouth of the Nile in
48 B.C. in a fire that had been set elsewhere in the city by the soldiers of Julius Caesar―its design
is ultracontemporary, via local inspiration, and it is much larger in size than its predecessor. The
designers think of this new massive glistening building as a monument that, at the same time,
houses a library, a museum, and a planetarium, and that serves as a new symbol of learning and
culture. We think of it spatially. It gives the appearance and feel of a giant mise-en-scène, blurring
the traditional lines between sculpture and architecture. The Bibiotheca mimics and juxtaposes
with, in equal measure, the Great Pyramid of Giza, while at the same time, since it is a monument,
it points the way forward to a new design attraction for the entire Nile Valley. As a matter of fact,
it is hard to argue with the idea of this library being viewed as a staged space of cultural
renaissance: a center for ideas, knowledge, and cross-cultural civilization, of which East Africa is
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a part, and, thus, should be considered in tandem with the new building for the Kenya National
Library Services in Nairobi, designed by Aaki Architects and Designers, that is structurally and
aesthetically modelled on an drum for traditional African songs and dances.

Fig. 16. Aaki Consultants. Kenya National Library. Under construction, Nairobi, Kenya. World Architecture
Community, 26 May 2017, worldarchitecture.org/articles/cvcgg/aaki_consultants_designs_kenya_s_national_
library_inspired_by_the_iconic_african_drum.html. Aaki Consultants designed the Kenya National Library so
that it would be structurally and aesthetically modelled on an African drum.

Intended to serve as the city’s connection to its history and heritage, Bibliotheca in
Alexandria is a giant public sculpture, with a hint of cosmic symbolism. The art, culture, and
philosophy of ancient and contemporary Egyptian life is on public display; they are contextualized
to create an atmosphere of social and cultural opulence. As a stage set, the tilting disc-shaped roof,
with its patterned aluminum and glass panels, represents the rising sun and the constant ebb and
flow of time and knowledge. In an architectural wink to the sun god Ra, the eye slits in the roof
allow in sunlight, while what seem to be eyelashes on the outside of the roof offer protection from
cosmic elements such as rain, sand, and dust.
In addition, Bibliotheca’s earth colors embellish one’s perception: the blue bringing to
mind the sky and the sea, while the green evokes plants and spring crops growing on land. The
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team of architects, designers, and curators who worked on the project intended the pure geometry
of the building’s mostly circular plan to recall the cyclical nature of knowledge, fluid across time
and history, as well as to reflect the circular layout of the surrounding city harbor. Its physical
occupation of space is less expressive, compared with the nation’s trio of ancient pyramids at Giza,
but to a visiting observer the composition of the project―which is a combination of history,
physical space, books, and surrounding nature, and also includes the design and arrangement of
sculptures―creates an ambiance, a feeling with an emotional impact.14
The new library of Alexandria is geometrical, circular like a solar disc. It was built with
the extravagance of the pyramid of Khufu and the oracular quality of the form of the “Library of
Babel” in the tale of Borges. It attests to the fact that buildings can indeed be beautiful, but
sometimes they are built at a great cost in lives and in treasure, as the Pyramid of Giza was. The
beautiful façade reflects that which is inside. The interior of the library is open and well lit,
reflecting the sun. The whole composition shows a building with a meaning embedded in the
feeling it evokes: the opulence of immateriality. Bibliotheca’s history and geographical position
on the Mediterranean shores makes it a home to cultural pluralism. It is a building design with an
eye to the past and future; its cultural value is infinite, and with a shape that is abundantly mythical,
it tells the story of the Nile Valley and Delta.
Extravagance is not the only thing that enhances the status of Bibliotheca. Inspired by the
library of Nineveh and Aristotle’s Lyceum, its history carries an aura: the concept of a universal
library containing all the intellectual works of the world for great minds to ponder. Committed to
the spirit of enlightenment, the museum replaces the ancient library and an academy for scholars.

14

These are observations by the author from visits to the library in 2018 and 2019.
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The aura of mystery, in its abundance, is being deliberately used by today’s scholars to
continue building on the mythical narratives associated with ancient Egypt. Bibliotheca
Alexandrina is in a sense enveloped by this mythic aura; it benefits from this ambient milieu of
memory. As Andrew Ballantyne argues, “Buildings can carry in them cultural memories of the
architecture of the past, and when there has been a need to give a sense of decorum or authority to
a building, one of the ways that has been used most frequently in Western culture is to make the
building in a way that recalls aspects of the architecture of the past” (82-83).

11. Rhythm
Geometry can capture auditory space. Sonic culture is characterized by the tension between
formal or “geometric” similarities and differences in the musical score, which can be symmetrical.
It is no accident that sound relies on the implied geometries of fractions and ratios, while the
notations by composers―of a work of music’s tone, interval, pitch, rhythm, and harmony―are
subtly formal and mathematical.
Aesthetically, sound is experiential and participatory—a feeling characterized by its
unpredictable, natural power over our senses—and, therefore, relational. Sometimes we are
perceptive to the indeterminate sonic airspace that shows evidence of our existence.
Throughout history, philosophers have turned to sound and culture as the basis for broad
theoretical reflections and this means that, in the field of human auditory perception, the historicity
of the knowledge that fuses the context of cultural production and reception must be accounted
for.
To fully understand the nature of African civilization, we should start by looking at its
religious and musical cultures. The poet Léopold Sédar Senghor advises us on what kind of
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philosophy we should read into African plastic art, dance, and song, by saying that “it is within
this hermeneutic attitude of deciphering that truth in philosophy lies” (qtd. in Diagne, African Art
as Philosophy 9).
Musical rhythm, Senghor says, is “an ontology at the founding of traditional African
religions” (qtd. in Diagne, African Art as Philosophy 10). Because these religions developed
together with all the other aspects of the African heritage, they belong to the people within whose
culture they have evolved. In other words, Africans are very religious, even opulently so, since
they are born with and into the idea of rhythmic divinity, one that can be experienced in the
immediate by way of a performative invocation, where prayers are accompanied with rituals,
singing, and dancing. This rhythmic divinity is often embedded in percussive instruments, such as
a drum or a thrumming lute, which create a feeling that stirs spiritual consciousness and
knowledge.
For ancient Africans, the drum, considered a gift from their gods, helps with both rhythm
and traditional theology. The perception of the Holy demands and enforces emotional and
behavioral commitment, giving direction to people’s lives. Thus, there is no need for evangelism
or preaching by one person to another to convert him or her (Mbiti 13-14). Rather, Egyptians, as
other Africans, are a product of mise-en-scène, the thinking and experiences their forefathers and
mothers passed on through ambient music, dances, and oral narratives. These are not just
ephemeral things. Rhythm and sound waves are the objet d’art in music, dance, and oral narratives.
Because they can be seen and touched, they appear to constitute an immediate, concrete physical
reality that is available to our visual and tactile senses (Chion 21).
African music may be as diverse as its culture, but generally it cannot be separated from
dance or polycentric bodily movement, whereby the body is split into several independent centers.
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Performers contribute complementary, not identical, constituents of the music. Just as a variety of
nuanced meters and rhythms can often vie with one another, melodic phrases are often offset
against one another, by having, for instance, different starting and end points, either in call-andresponse or in an overlapping relationship that yields polyphony. At the same time, tonality in
African music also has the unique potential to synthesize the melodic and harmonic dimensions,
which makes voice-leading intelligible to the ordinary musical ear. Take away tonality and you
may remove what makes polyphony accessible to the general music lover (Scruton 91-92).
Suffice it to say that counting the construction of points, lines, and angles into geometric
patterns is a means of recording or imposing rhythm in music, ritual, and architecture. The issue
of vision or hearing is fundamentally a question about the body and the operations of social power.
It is also a question about an ongoing use of perception and perspectival space (Crary 2-3). Within
this optic, the geometries of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina are not only beautifully patterned or
symmetrical but also responsive to the demands of the past and present; they successfully harness
the power of myth and ritual to transcend the present and invent the future.
Harkening back to its ancient past, in Alexandria, trade continues to flourish, as does art.
The place is still teeming with energy and novelty, perceived truth, and a frantic pursuit of new
ideas, as it has been across the millennia. The modern library does not just glorify the past, it is a
dazzling work of art. There are those who see it as a symbol of scholarship and multiculturalism.
Some see architectural beauty in it: the elegant lines that speak to us today while evoking
tomorrow; the fascinating symbol of a disc that suggests a rising sun. Like the Nile god Hapi, the
building looks into the vast open sea, limitless to the horizon. Yet, as you approach the building
you are struck by its modesty since it has no monumental entrance to awe or overcome you.
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Bibliotheca Alexandrina has a simple entrance at the side of its slanting form that ushers
the visitor into an austere and simple lobby bounded by a metal wall, pierced by a few small doors.
Due to their small size and simple allure, these doors soon entreat the visitor to look into them and
beyond them. Then suddenly everything changes: the cold granite and steel of the lobby gives way
to the warmth of wooden floors and furniture. In the distance, one glimpses the ambient light of
something bigger that is lit by natural light. One is instinctively drawn to an opening and then,
suddenly, as one crosses the threshold, the magic strikes like the awesome beauty of a Gothic
cathedral bathed in heavenly light: a magnificently immense space that exalts the view as much as
the viewer; a cathedral library with tall and exceedingly slim and elegant columns supporting a
complex roof covering a cascading series of library floors; an unforgettable moment of aesthetic
and emotional uplift.
As you explore the library floors and discover art intermingled with computer screens and
bookshelves, you go in and out of the building and its magnificent plaza, and then move to its
planetarium, underground art galleries and museums, theaters, and conference halls. At that point,
you may be overcome by a stream of activities that adds a prismatic quality to life―all of it set in
a jewel of a complex building that invites and inspires. A building like this is designed to be
experienced like a sculpture, not merely for its functional side, which will often demand the
primary attention of the architect. Great architecture can, indeed, be as inspiring as any sculpture
in both its beauty and functionality. Such holistic sculpture and architecture conjure up a sense of
place, which is why it is fair to say that an iconic building like Bibliotheca Alexandrina or the
Pyramid of Giza define the space and time—the where and when of a constructed structure.
Bibliotheca is an iconic building that has come to symbolize much more than the physical city of
contemporary Alexandria. It is a symbol that embodies the qualities it expresses to the world,
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qualities that envelop and embody the epoch: learning and openness, cultural dialogue and
understanding.

12. Built Environment
The library is an example of a three-dimensional structure in the cityscape. Bibliotheca is
itself a sculpture and it is further enhanced by other smaller sculptural figures in the compound
and the surrounding architectural landscape. The built environment is a geometrical narrative on
the values of Alexandria, a mise-en-scène of choreographed opulence, and an embodied metaphor
in the city. The building is a metaphor because it is a dynamic phenomenon that carries its meaning
visually, sensuously and auditorily, and, thus, it is able to offer the exact emotional comfort and
bodily ambiance envisaged by the architects.
Some of the sculptures and interior design elements are packaged like accessories to the
main architectural objet d’art that embellishes the look of the interior enveloping the visitor as he
or she enters and feels its distinctive atmosphere (Whitehead 65). By the constant stream of
activities that thrive within its walls and in its surrounding plaza by the sea, the building creates a
connective matrix which integrates multiple disciplines within the context of visual multiplicity.
It also stirs up associations that are logically unconnected to its physical presence.
The library looks like a semi-circular Dionysian theatre complete with orchestra, and its
patrons enliven every aspect of it, creating a space of freedom and diversity, a place where bridges
of understanding are being built between cultures and civilizations, past and future. The aura ad
ambiance have spread from the main building of the library to its surroundings and, potentially,
beyond. Though anchored in the Egyptian past, its aura remains active in the present, embracing
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the future of the Nile Valley and the Mediterranean world. The library is, thus, a vehicle with the
right condition and atmosphere for progress.
It is a complete environmental installation and many of the sculptures on display in the
gallery space and in the building’s lawn and walkways are thematically arranged, making cosmic
allusions and referring to exalted ancient people, including Egypt’s leaders and foreign
conquerors.
Each of the sculptures is given a single unifying title, and although they are individual
works of art, the goal of the composition of the pieces and the library construction is a single
atmospheric installation. They are designed to make use of key spaces, so the ancient sculptures
appear to be physically surrounding the viewer. This creates a distinct atmosphere that can be
perceived rather than merely viewed, and with the dramatic lighting and deliberate spacing, the
sculptures produce a mystic aura, reverence, and wonder.

13. Emotion
Rejecting superstition and mysticism, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Thales floated
a theory of the earth to explain natural phenomena such as earthquakes. At least that is Seneca’s
account of Thales, the founder of the Milesian School. In Aristotle’s account, Thales believed
everything comes from water and the earth floats on water. It is easy to forget that view was
revolutionary (Falcon). With this simple comment, Thales laid the foundation for Western
philosophy.
Moreover, Theophrastus, a student of Aristotle, investigated stones and then classified
them based on their responses to heat, while commenting on the relative hardness of earthen
entities. It is important to remember that whole historical and geological eras have been named
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based on the rocks and mineral ores found on earth during ancient times, or based on those being
widely used by human beings in those earlier eras. If, for instance, we want to allow an Egyptian
stone to speak, micro-carbon dating of rocks can tell us a lot about the age of so many things,
including the art and monuments at Luxor or Alexandria. For its part, then, from an archeological
standpoint, natural history is often told by reading layers of rock and earth, like texts waiting for
the Nile’s geologists, archeologists, and cultural anthropologists to interpret them as stories or
narratives.
These stones, made of the elements of the earth, provide hermeneutical keys to spatial
information and ecological cartography. Rocks and stones, such as those submerged along the
Mediterranean coast in Alexandria, also impact our human experience of the place, while “our
potential mobility through them is dependent on our views of each other” (deSouza 198).
Our experience is exemplified by, or comes through in, our emotions and feelings, and
these are partly universal and partly learned or culturally variable. As William Reddy writes in The
Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotions, “Human nature is plastic, a
function of cultural and historical context” (preface, x). Whether emotion is natural or is a product
of a built environment, the experience is still manifested in sense impressions, as Kant argued
(Reddy 22).
The earth is the location where experiential data and perception are registered in human
consciousness. It is a space for Plato’s allegory of the cave, Aristotle’s rock dream, 15 and

15

Aristotle talks about rocks in Metaphysics when he critiques Plato’s theory of forms and explains the difference
between substance and being.
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Heidegger’s Dasein (“being there” implying “being-with”). Better yet, the earth is where art
tightens the space of human relations (Bourriaud 15).16
While the earth is an element of geometric measurement—out of which comes the
foundation of physics, science, and technology—it is also a space of imagination; a place of
metaphysical manifestation. As Luce Irigaray argues, metaphysics “always supposes, in some
manner, a solid crust from which to raise construction” (2).17 It is no different from a physics “that
gives privilege to the solid plane” (Irigaray 2), one that endlessly offers ground, and is always
there. As Irigaray contends, “As long as Heidegger does not leave the ‘earth’, he does not leave
metaphysics,” in part, because “the metaphysical is written neither on [or] in water, nor . . . air,
nor . . . fire. Its ek-sistence is founded on the solid” ground (2-3).
To understand the concept of the solid (in this instance, the earth as a solid) is an enterprise
of philosophical anthropology. It requires getting down to the ground, to place or locality in
relation to (human) being, to the subject (or self) and its experience, and, in a far wider and
englobing extent, to the earth itself. Human existence comprises the capacity to think, feel,
understand, and act spatially (i.e., somewhere). That somewhere, with only a few exceptions (e.g.,
space exploration), is still planet earth (accompanied, as it is, by our human others). The earth
offers its “spatiality in relation to the possibility of social life” and, thus, the option (or the
necessity) of “being with” others (Malpas 17).

16

For more discussion of place, see also J.E. Malpas’s Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography, in
which he calls for grounding human experience in location (4-5). Also, see Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space
for the notion of strong sense of place (137).
17

In The Forgetting of Air in Martin Heidegger, Irigaray’s point out that metaphysics fails to notice sexual
difference in plain sight here on planet earth where clearing and dwelling happens. She also is critical of
Heidegger’s exclusion of women (2). Also, see Heidegger’s “The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking”
(Basic Writings 444).
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Even Heidegger appears to agree with the idea of the physicality and regionality of place
if not of space (Malpas 157). Thus, the non-explicit nature of Heidegger’s position on space
warrants us to look further afield to more contemporary thinkers on the issue. However, contrary
to the position held by J.E. Malpas and George Poulet,18 we are not interested in announcing or
fashioning a binary position with respect to the earth as a “place” versus a “space” because we
believe, rather, in the conceptual interchangeability of these terms. The distinction between them
lacks any affirmable difference since the Heideggerian presence to which we subscribe with
regards to space is reliant on the hermeneutic circle. In other words, as the philosopher Paul
Ricoeur emphasizes, space is experienced in time, and, thus, is a future-looking, historicized
presence (Time and Narrative 3). However, more important for us, here, is the aesthetics, the
appearance of place and space in the separate contexts of philosophy and visual art.
Whether or not a place is structurally a location is not the question. The complexity of the
structure does not negate the interconnection and interdependence of place and space in our view.
What is crucial, and probably dispositive, is their presence and representation on planet earth,
whether physically or metaphysically. Moreover, at a physical level, the (place or) space of Earth
envelops not only life but also other beings and materials, such as minerals and agriculture, that
form the economic backbone of the Nile Valley. Limestone, gold, animals, wheat fields, and
humans territorialize the earth in a way that seems to bring into question Deleuze and Guattari’s
“body without organs” concept (3).19

18

Malpas criticizes Poulet’s concept of space as recovery of time, or time as a form of space, and on the contrary
argues that the temporality of space is “eternal present moment” (Malpas 158). The distinction lacks difference since
a Heideggerian presence, to which I subscribe, is reliant on the hermeneutic circle.
19

In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari posit that the
problematic organism is not so much about its organs, but its organization needs reconstruction. This anatomical
assemblage concept, which was derived from Antonin Artaud’s drama, is about earthly reality and experience.
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The ancient Egyptians had many ideas about how their world was created. They thought
creation started with water, and in the middle of that water a mound of dark earth arose, and
believed this divine happenstance mirrored what happens to the Nile River: flooding during the
annual inundation season often gives way to hillocks where water once overflowed. A mound, it
seems, was also the “stage set” for the Egyptians’ creation drama and for the making of the gods
that represented the sky, the sun, the earth, and the atmosphere—all entities or elements that made
up their world.
This mound of dark soil (like the earth) was a central image for the people of the Nile
Valley, and they never doubted that the mythical events that took place there had brought their
world into being. Unsurprisingly, the black soil left behind by the floods, either in mounds or thin
sheets, is still thought today to have the power to create life, even though the local people are aware
of the complex natural rhythms that control their existence―the same ones that, in their daily
experience, often work harmoniously and benevolently.20
Egyptians have a rich tableau of visual art to back up their claims. Surviving fragments of
evidence suggest they considered the earth a sacred landscape, a mirror of the sky world where the
gods lived. The earth’s emergence from water was the result of the chaos that spawned Atum,
whose children Shu and Tefnut were the gods of air and water, respectively. The sibling couple,
Shu and Neftun, then begat the earth god Geb and the sky god Nut.
The image of the earth god Geb with a goose standing on his head and a snake around his
neck is found in his popular temple in Qus, on the eastern shore of the Nile River; the image also
suggests his control over agriculture on which Egyptian life and renewal depended. As outlined in
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In People of the Nile: Everyday Life in Ancient Egypt, John Romer argues that the ancient Egyptians recognized
that the drama of creation and establishment of natural order in their environment was complex, and as a result their
speculation and mythology contained both religious and scientific theories bound together (25).
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his Critique of Reason, Kant defines the “sublime” as something overwhelming in magnitude,
beyond comprehension.21

14. Iconography
The belief that the earth is a stage set for artistic experience was not confined to Egypt. In
ancient Nubia, the earth was considered a repository of natural resources, including gold that was
plundered by conquering Egyptians and Roman rulers. Nubian terracotta art was possible only
because of earth in the form of clay. Dating back to 7,000 years ago, the Nubians had an
exceedingly long history in pottery, which was unequaled by any of the ancients and preceded
even the tilling of the soil and any other type of rudimentary farming along the Nile Valley (Adams
130).
Scattered fragments found in prehistoric temple sites show that large unpainted vessels
were made from the red-brown mud of the Nile flood plain and were embellished on their exterior
with fine wavy lines. The finest of the vessels have bird and animal drawings on each side and
geometric design patterns at the top and at the base, painted in dark red against an orange
background. Familiar motifs from ancient Egyptian art―such as the lotus flower, various birds
and alligators, and the ankh, a symbol of life―link the Nubians to Egypt and help to sustain the
argument that every group around the Nile Valley shared aspects of their belief system and
imagined a similar atmosphere and aura for their gods.
Iconography is a meaningful image and symbol, often created as a visual art, and concerned
with content rather than form. The issue for us is to understand those meanings.

21

The Kantian sublime, outlined in Critique of Reason, is overwhelming in magnitude, beyond comprehension.
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Fig. 17. Amulet of Life. “Ankh.” 1400–1390 BC. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
TheCollector, www.thecollector.com/egyptian-magic-amulets-and-mummies/.

Let us begin with a stipulation. A common symbolic sculpture across Africa, the ankh (see
fig. 17) consists of a cross with a loop at one end—it is not exactly a cross but is close in terms of
its usage. It has a longer history in Egypt than anywhere else, while the cross has a history in
Ethiopia. Why is the ankh so ubiquitous in the royal art of Egypt or why is the cross so widely
used in Ethiopia? For one thing, most religions have found some of their expression in visual
imagery. Such images tell us how a celestial world of imagination is embedded in the material
world. Throughout the remainder of Egypt’s history, the ankh continued to be used until Christians
there adopted it as their cross minus the loop and as a symbol of immortality or eternal life.
As humans, our need to create images starts from when we see our own reflections as
toddlers, during what Jacques Lacan calls the “mirror stage” (or mirror-image stage) when children
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become aware of their existence.22 That is why sculptures answer our need to establish a sense of
being in the world. We are drawn to pictures as they actualize present reality and represent action
at a specific time and place. This explains why imagery can be iconic or iconographic. However,
as W.J.T. Mitchell argues, that does not mean images are simply mimetic, or a copy of an object
(10).
Images are hard to adequately describe as they can be graphic (pictures, statues, or design),
perceptual (species, sense data, or appearance), optical (mirrors or projections), mental (ideas,
dreams, or memories) and verbal (metaphors or descriptions) (W.J.T. Mitchell 10). All these
modes of image, except the verbal, are included in what Rosalind Krauss calls an art of vision
rather than an art of language (words, ideas, discourse) (Antivision, 149).23 For its part, in the wider
realm of critique, the discourse of iconology is then able to uncover the notion of ideology within
Krauss’ concept of imagery.
In effect, this concern with distinction amounts to a dialectic view of icons versus logos,
or pictorial representation versus words as signs. And, yet, both pictures and literature, of course,
are meaningful ways of denotation and understanding; both are mediated equally by the eye. They
are a means of making the rendering of space in art a counterpart to that of science and philosophy,
although the art of the image (especially the icon) is also an ambient or aura art as defined by
Walter Benjamin in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (“Work of Art”).

22 Jacque Lacan’s mirror image theory says humans and even animals are predisposed to mimicry: animals assume

the image of their environment as a disguise and, among humans, children want to master relation to their bodies,
i.e., children identify with their image.
23 In a 1986 essay, Antivision, Rosalind Krauss does not make explicitly use the phrase the art of vision, but she

comes close, talking about “grounding of art in the “fundamental properties of vision” (149). Also, in a 1990 essay,
The Story of the Eye, Krauss talks of the politique of the visual and a model of vision that grounds and underwrites
art (295).
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William John Thomas Mitchell agrees, aligning aura with vision, and, thus, the visual is
assigned a higher value relative to other kinds of feelings deriving from taste, touch, or hearing. In
its representation, the image captures our attention and envelops us in the moment, and, thus, alters
our environment, which then becomes more or less ambient. Images, whether sculptural or
pictorial, can indeed capture the moment and pull the viewer into the vortex of experience; such
an experience can be psychological or physical and is often an improvement on reality.
Iconography deals with form (i.e., the visual symbol) by describing and classifying it
according to its subject matter. Thereafter, it takes a hermeneutic turn, involving the interpretation
of the meaning of the image or the symbol in relation to the culture in which it appears, placing it
in its historical context. Therefore, knowledge of the implicit conventions of images and pictorial
narratives―such as stories or allegories―is crucial. Images and the visual arts are not to be
removed from the rest of culture and language. Thus, ideology, which at times is rooted in
iconoclasm, also lies, implicitly, within fetishism and idolatry, the two of which are arguably
manifested in the Egyptian ankh and Ethiopian cross. Over the centuries, icons flourished in
civilized cultures―like those of ancient India, Egypt, and Greece―enabling them to relate to the
cosmos (Benjamin, “Work of Art”), especially through the vehicle of the harmonious body of the
divine image, since it is a perceivable microcosm with which man or woman can identify.
As for the ankh as a once and still thriving icon, its form is often associated with that of the
djed or “pillar” (both the djed and the ankh can appear on a scarab, which is an icon of rebirth).
Because the ankh is a spirit represented as a cross with a loop, it is one of the most cherished
symbols of ancient Egypt. As the original cross among Africans, the ankh is often shown in the
hands of kings and other dignitaries who use it as an amulet across the continent to preserve their
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immortality. In hieroglyphics, it represents the word “life” and in visual art it is a symbol of health,
strength, and the afterlife.
Life-giving water is represented in hieroglyphics as a chain of ankhs, a pictogram that also
symbolizes dominion and power. Coptic believers in Egypt adapted it as a cross with a handle.
When a god or goddess points an ankh at a pharaoh, his or her gesture signifies a blessing of eternal
life. It was also painted on the death masks of kings to evoke their passage into the afterlife.
In Egypt, however, the serpent is identified with the sun-god, and both the sun and the
snake have a capacity for renewal and rebirth, since, every day, the sun comes up anew, in the
solar cycle, while the snake sheds its skin, cyclically, roughly three times a year. Together, sperm,
the spine, and the snake are iconic representations of life and continuity, not only in Egypt but in
Greece and elsewhere. In the iconography of Egypt’s New Kingdom, the number of snakes that
happen to have an ankh either near or under their heads is notable, if not striking.
The link between sperm and the bone marrow in the spine may reflect the cosmological
ideas of Zoroastrianism, which centers on a dialectical struggle between good and evil that ends
with good’s conquest of evil. It also may be that the Dinka people in the Upper Nile Valley are the
source of the idea that the sperm in semen originate from the spinal cord, and, thus, the idea of the
ankh as a symbol of life may have had its start in ancient Nubia rather than ancient Egypt. The
ankh’s anatomically less exact features should not be taken to dispute its purpose: emphasizing the
creative and sexual aspects of life. That is why rams and bulls are prominent among Egyptian
fertility gods, especially Osiris with whom these divine animals are identified (McCracken 460).
In the tomb of Pharaoh Seti I, Djed is called the father of the gods, while the serpent is
called the snake of life. This shows how practical the iconic imagination of the Egyptians was,
with each icon in their wider system of icons having its purpose. During the act of sacrificing a
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bull, the early Egyptians recognized the male role in procreation. They admired the bull and tried
to imitate its libido, strength, and bravery, while asserting a number of flawed or incomplete, yet
more or less rational or naturalistic explanations for life’s origins, including the notion that the
bull’s penis is functionally and physically connected to its spine (the nerves in the penis are indeed
linked to the spinal cord), and that life’s essence is discharged through the penis (McCracken 462)
(half of a child’s DNA indeed comes from its father’s sperm).
In the realm of myth, the ubiquitous ankh is believed to have been first used as a belt buckle
by the goddess Isis. In actual life, they were made from such things as metal (for instance, gold or
bronze), stone, wood, or ceramics. The icon at times decorated the furniture of the wealthy so as
to bring good luck to the owner. Pieces of jewelry had the image on them as well. The ankh was
so ubiquitous that it is seen by some as a symbol that adds life to other symbols. In the early
Dynastic period in Egypt (2950-2575 B.C.), the ankh was associated with purification by way of
sacrifice (McCracken 457). In effect, the ankh represented a new beginning, a fresh start dating
back to the First Dynasty. At the time, the ankh was made of a flexible material such as cloth or a
reed that allowed one end to be curved into a loop. This loop needed to be wide enough to hold a
small vessel containing liquid for the ritual of cleansing, affirmation, and renewal of life. In this
instance, the exalted ankh became a mere piece of equipment used to handle ritual liquid.

15. Avian
In contemporary times, the ankh has been rediscovered and its popularity as an amulet or
talisman can be seen in the art and jewelry of Egypt and Sudan. This new-found popularity follows
the 1922 discovery by Howard Carter of the ankh in King Tutankhamun’s tomb. Since then, the
ankh has become a symbol of a prosperous eternal life.
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To better understand this symbolism, look back to 1822 when Jean-Francois Champollion
deciphered the Rosetta hieroglyphs and uncovered the mystery of Egyptian life, thereby revealing
the aura surrounding its ancient belief system. While ancient Greece is known for creativity and
ancient Rome for military might, ancient Egypt is known for its mythology. If myth is an
ideological projection that may confer an abundance of prestige on Egyptians, the ankh
encapsulates it by becoming the source of a new escapist thrill. The realm of ancient myth that
surrounds any visitor to the Cairo Museum, envelops the audience, and immerses them in the
ideological construct that is the history of the people of the Nile Valley.
Claude Levi-Strauss argues that myths confront the universal problems and the
irreconcilable conflicts of the human condition (Wilcken 90). Such a conflict is exemplified in the
Egyptian cosmic mythology by the struggle between Horus and Seth that is continually reimagined
in response to differing political situations. The royal and funerary rituals that incorporate elements
of the Horus and Seth myth lend support to the reality of death and discord, while also placing
immortality―Horus’ triumph over death―at the center of life. As is customary with Egyptian
myths, all things interlock and form a rhizomatic network, and so in the end the two deities unite
their strength in support of the divine order, which reflects a pragmatic approach to life (Pinch 84).
However, the reality is that mythology has enriched the ideology of life underlying the
divine order. It ensures submission by everyone to the pharaoh, the god-king who lords over the
Nile Valley. In the Althusserian ideological superstructure (For Marx, 232-233),24 a myth about
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Louis Althusser likened ideological superstructure to a three-storied house, with the ground floor as the
productive base supporting the other floors with the help of apparatus that include the state and religion. The base is
economic activity, overlaid by the political organization and its allied ideologies that, somehow, provides
atmospheric oxygen to life, epistemes, and aesthetic imagination. “Art can merge with knowledge or become
everyday life” (For Marx, 232-233)
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divine control of life and death obscures the economic structure of the valley as well as the
opulence of the royalty and aristocracy that rely on tributes and bounties for golden comfort.
Avian iconography is crucial to the Egyptian idea of the afterlife. Egyptians believed that
man comes into being from the tears of the sun god Ra. The degree of reverence for the falcon,
sacred to the solar god Horus, was very high in Egyptian society especially during the New
Kingdom. Extremely religious, the Egyptians had daily interactions with their deities. The imagery
of birds was entrenched in their culture. Statues, temple reliefs, and amulets depict deities with
avian features or full avian form. Birds were seen as powerful because they can fly, while some of
them can be strong and fierce (Foy 17).
The average person experienced religion through shrines, amulets, and stelae, or through
local priests. The inner temple shrines and divine statues were hidden from view, but most people
could see and partake in public rituals during festivals and processions. Priests were dedicated to
the bird cults that served as vessels for divinity. Birds were symbols of the gods, appearing in
public and in burial rituals. Many animals were revered because of their link with a particular
deity, such as that of the Ibis with Thoth and the falcon with Horus (Foy 17). Millions of such
birds were captured in the wild or were domestically raised, mummified, and buried as an offering
to their tutelary god in a subterranean necropolis.
Egyptian myths show much to learn from birds about how to live the good life. Through
them, we can be more in touch with the rhythm of nature. Or we can reconnect with nature and
listen to the birds: from the delicate sparrow to the majestic eagle, birds are fascinating species,
truly philosophers of the sky. The mallard and the penguin can teach us whether the head or the
heart is the best route to love. Migrating with the changing seasons, birds can weather the fiercest
of storms and travel thousands of miles each year for shelter and food. They are at times paragons
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of beauty and grace and their approach to life is serene, while, at the same time, being independent
and vulnerable, although some follow the pecking order.
The key point in Plato’s Republic is the bird’s openness to moral education. The bird is a
metaphor for our life choices: the attractiveness of the wild (or the openness of its landscape)
sometimes turns tragic, the moral of the story being the cyclical nature of life (McCracken 448,
454). In one of Plato’s allegories, musical birds chose to live human lives because their lives as
birds (envied by human singers, as birdsongs are ambient) did not provide the satisfaction they
had hoped for in their avian lives.
Sometimes, Plato depicts a bird’s life as pure, freely expressed, and naturally beautiful. It
is an enviable life for humans, who are burdened by so many constraints, but Plato still thinks that,
living here on earth, philosophical human beings, who are skillful, intuitive, and practical, have
the better deal. In other words, in Phaedo as in the Republic, Plato is engaged in an epistemological
project of epic proportion for he is comparing the reincarnation of the bird to another renewal: the
philosophic education of the guardian of state, a process whereby the individual becomes full of
wisdom and courage, until he transforms, in the end, into a philosopher king, who, because of his
balanced and proportional qualities, is heavenly and, therefore, is on the road to happiness. Nature
and the birds in particular are able to create such a moral and emotional equilibrium, an ambient
feeling born out of proportionality and propriety.
From a moral standpoint, the decision to live in equilibrium, like a pure and freely
expressive bird, is courageous rather than cowardly. In loving a flying bird, we are aspiring to lofty
ideals of beauty, freedom, and divine provenance. “Of all the animals, birds seem closest to the
gods” (McCracken 457). For the ancient Greeks of Plato’s era, birds were vehicles for divination.
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For the Egyptians, the most useful reading of this aviary metaphor is that it is a possible model of
the body and mind (McCracken 458).
In both Egypt and Greece, the link to mythology continues to provide a philosophical basis
for understanding the atmosphere of opulence. In Timaeus, Plato explores the issue of divine
craftsmanship, whereby creation is based on an unchanging, accurate model, but also mean to be
balanced (Grabowski). The issue also exists in Plato’s theory of forms that gives priority to
idealism, and it can be construed as an ecological credo: the sustainability of the ecosystem. That
issue of judiciously weighing things for balance is an argument for proportionality, justice, and
fairness. The birds, like pre-Socratic philosophers, give primacy to the systemic balance of four
cosmic elements: water, earth, air, and sun (or fire) (Neimanis 132).
However, contemporary philosophers such as Bruno Latour and Peter Sloterdijk have
given more consideration to air than to proportionality. Latour talks of air being difficult to feel
while Sloterdijk argues that air is part of the conditioning system that makes our life possible
(Sloterdijk, Terror from the Air 24-25). That conditioning establishes a favorable atmosphere and
an ambient mood for the living, including human and avian systems, to function. As Irigaray says,
air is a condition of life that remains hidden in plain sight. “Is not air the whole of our habitation
as mortals?” she asks (Irrigary 8). Irigaray considers air as an envelopment (4-5). McCormack
describes envelopment not just as enclosure, which is simply the provision of a dwelling to an
object, but rather as a process of “ongoing differentiation” in the course of that immersion in an
atmospheric milieu (29).
Air is also vast or spacious and often peaceful. And, so, with a clarity and openness that air
can only envy, Irigaray asks, “Can man live elsewhere than in air?” (8). Her answer is telling: air
is spatial. Some birds live most of their lives in the air (in flight), for, even now, there can be “no
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presence without air” (Irigaray 8). But since air never takes place in the mode of an “entry into
presence”―except in wind?―“the philosopher can think that there is nothing but absence there,
for in air he does not come up against a being or a thing” (Irigaray 9). Air cannot be discussed
only in terms of materiality—a discourse of air is also about an aesthetics of space. When
Heidegger clears the forest to establish a dwelling, he is also clearing the air, creating space for
life and the unconcealing of life whose presence is often felt by its apparent absence.
Sloterdijk’s argues that if we want to understand what it is like to feel something, then we
must know that such an understanding will not be acquired through mere sensation―the empiricist
method―but by looking at everything including air, since feeling, like air, is an atmosphere.
Latour agrees: “Feeling is something much less direct…[it] is more roundabout; it’s the slow
realization that something is missing” (Facing Gaia, 81). In other words, feeling is a hidden thing,
but in plain sight, very much like Heidegger’s Dasein or the great god Atum of ancient Egypt. Yet,
feeling may be universal but can never be the same. Everyone feels differently.
How, then, do we feel air without sensation in order to satisfy Sloterdijk’s criteria? Let us
say that instead of feeling the air, or feeling the wind striking our nose or any part of the body, we
can see the air lifting a child’s balloon, or experience our toy car having a flat tire. Based on
Aristotle’s theory of causality, the result would convince us of the presence of air. 25 We are not
seeing air, but its effect. The counterfactual, then, can be used to prove the veracity of the
statement.

16. Staged Awareness

25

Aristotle thought a firm grasp of what a cause is, was essential to probing the world around us (“Aristotle”).
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Sloterdijk and Latour both believe the atmosphere, like the planet, is fragile. But the
problem, adds Latour, is that we have been desensitized against becoming aware of this realization.
Every day and, little by little, since the invention of fire, the earth has been suffering malfeasance
to one degree or another; over time, the air has been getting polluted, yet, in the more recent
Anthropocene era, since 1945, for instance, there has been no urgency to act to mitigate this harm
due to a lack of vision. In some ways, this reflects a degeneration of our moral values to such an
extent that we now must be shamed into caring about the air we breathe; we now live in what
Sloterdijk calls a denatured space of air-envelopment (Terror from the Air 58).26 Filled with CO2
and toxins, an abundance of air envelops us, but it goes unnoticed, and this—what Irigaray aptly
calls forgetting of the air—is what we should fear, as the “air remains the unthought resource of
Being” (14).The air is key to awareness of ambiance. Thus, ambiance is perception of the kind
Maurice Merleau-Ponty outlines in his phenomenological work—a perceived atmosphere that is
essentially created through “emotional responsibility” and by considering “how space is used, the
setting and [the] overall feel” of things (Whitehead 8). There are, of course, different qualities of
perception, depending on how they are created.
Hence, an atmosphere is experienced as a phenomenon through the quality of light, sound,
smell, and texture, and through the underlying air, water, fire, and earth that are central to life. This
lived experience is true of the atmosphere of public art and of other outdoor sculptures―including
formally inventive architecture―that interact with the open environment and are in perceptual and
symmetrical harmony with the atmospheric fractals of wind and sound. To understand and
appreciate such public art and its implied philosophy, we have to study cosmic design and the

26

“The fact that reality is ontologically grounded in the being of Dasein cannot mean that real can only be what it is
in itself when and as long as Dasein exists” (203).
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ambient nature of fractal spaces. For instance, Bibliotheca Alexandrina’s design opens it up to
light, reflecting the nature and qualities of knowledge.
The library’s façade, a wall of carved hieroglyphs, and free-standing sculptures on the
library grounds are surrounded, on all sides, by empty spaces that transform the wider space
enveloping the viewer. As a staged space, Bibliotheca Alexandrina’s composition—including the
placement of its sculptures and their relations with each other―colors our first impression,
whether it is more or less cohesive or incomplete. Once the elements of the scene establish their
relations, the viewers’ mood and understanding are transformed as they experience the artworks
along with the narrative of the library.
The sculptures are designed for viewing from the outside, with each one of them being a
self-contained arrangement of forms and the entire array of sculptures being part of a megainstallation in which the viewer is an enveloped participant, who is also, for a time, part of the
artwork. Taken together, these works of art (the assortment of creative production) blur the lines
between traditional mediums. Instead, they create, for the viewer, an atmosphere of reverence; in
their proportionality lies a design ambiance and a sculptural ambiance, along with an aura of
history.
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CHAPTER TWO: Mirageness

Fig. 18. Sunstrum, Pamela Phatsimo. Polyhedra (Still 5). There Are Mechanisms in Place, 23 Aug. 2018–
21 Sept. 2018, Michaelis Gallery/UCT, Cape Town. Mail&Guardian, 13 Aug. 2020, mg.co.za/friday/
2020-08-13-the-landscape-of-meaning-mechanism-and-memory-in-depictions-of-disaster/.

1. Land: Earth
Pamela Phatsimo Sunstrum’s art mediates the relation of humankind with land from the
viewpoints of politics, memory, technology, and aesthetics. There Are Mechanisms in Place is a
book that follows her solo visual art exhibition of the same name presented at Michaelis Gallery
at the University of Cape Town in South Africa from August 23 to September 21, 2018. This
installation, video, and drawing exhibition is meant to show the constant or even inescapable
human role in what, at first glance, appear to be natural occurrences. The viewer is drawn to
intricate and detailed compositions that zoom out to offer an expanded view of structures at work
that are linked to both cosmology and land conveyance. In the end, the viewer gets to reflect on
the artist’s concerns about colonial control and survey of land.
The fact that Sunstrum’s art often parallels the debate about the fight for land rights in
South Africa helps to focus on and contextualize the problem of land tenure. This is a country
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where the landless black majority is questioning the colonial appropriation of most of the arable
land by its minority white citizens. The exhibition handles the issue of land redistribution with
care, as the issue of land tenure has already been contested for centuries, since the arrival of
merchants from Holland in 1652. Relations of any kind between different human beings and
ethnicities are not easy, but there is a recognition that they may at least need to be somewhat easier
in postapartheid South Africa, where those who have been “born free” are engaged in the process
of rewriting history without recklessness. Like a mirage, the ambiance and beauty of Cape Town’s
vistas and beaches begin to dull in the mind if we study the colonial history of the place, with its
centuries of ownership of most of its landscapes by wealthy white aristocrats. In other words, the
erasure of indigenous narratives from South Africa’s historical records is not just sad but rather
the absence of those accounts screams at us the moment we view the natural beauty of this place,
especially from the aerial ambiance of the flat top of the famous Table Mountain, from where one
can see the entire city, even if the surrounding areas look like a mirage.

Fig. 19. Cianfanelli, Marco. Release. 2012, Nelson Mandela Capture Site, Howick.
Photo: Matthew Willman. Marco Cianfanelli, www.marcocianfanelli.com/release.
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2. Capture
Sometimes an image is all there is left of history. One of the most famous images in South
Africa stands in an ordinary landscape of lawns, tree breaks, and savanna grassland that is near,
but not always visible from, the ordinary road, Midland Meander Road. It is well known that roads
are a public good, even if literary history suggests anything but, and this is instructive for the road
christened “RM 103.” As one drives, one sees an unusual alignment of steel structures that is
difficult to comprehend until one sees the monument from an appropriate distance, not too close,
or too far.
Now, step out of the car and continue walking down the dug-up path towards this image
of a man’s face, fascinatingly imposed on, or emerging from, an array of steel columns, inviting
the viewer to advance, yet disappearing at the slightest notice. It is a sumptuous work by public
artist Marco Cianfanelli, who, in creating an image inviting its viewers to emerge from the past
and move to the present, is engaged in a form of pedagogy. In a sense, he is playing on the title of
Nelson Mandela’s autobiography, The Long Walk to Freedom, which takes its readers through the
troubled history of South Africa. In this physical, open-air space, however, moving a few steps
towards the sculpture gets the visitor to a point in space at which the path descends a little, with a
sloping levee of earth on either side. And now with Cianfanelli’s installation upfront and intimate,
a force of nature somehow brings a moment of quiet.
At that precise moment of silence, the fifty steel poles align and form the image of Mandela.
It is that trick of an image as a mirage―an optical illusion caused by refraction, a sculpted
light―that Cianfanelli employs to devastating effect. Here at Release (2012) (fig. 19), the sleight
of hand is fascinating to most viewers, bringing them back more than once to see the ephemeral
image and have the sense of an indelible person forming in their minds. Records show that visitors
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come from far and wide to look at the image repeatedly, with the “authentic illusion” attracting
some 300 visitors a day. It took Cianfanelli eight years to create an appropriate and
environmentally sustainable work (Cianfanelli). It is a unique arrangement of three-dimensional
forms that come together in the landscape to create an image of South Africa’s singular political
icon.
Release is a monument designed to mark the 50th anniversary of Mandela’s 1962 arrest
near the town of Howick in KwaZulu-Natal. The sculpture consists of fifty steel poles standing six
to ten meters (32.8 ft.) high, forming vertical columns, and recreating a portrait of Mandela’s face.
As you walk along the “Long Walk to Freedom” path, and come closer to the monument at its
side, the Mandela image dissolves into a forest of fifty poles. At that point, the illusion of the image
disappears like a mirage, leaving no trace, while becoming a part of the surrounding midland
landscape.
According to Cianfanelli, the number of poles represent the flow of time, 50 years since
Mandela’s capture, year by year, while also calling to mind the solidarity of the nation’s freedom
fighters who were racially and ideologically diverse. While, on the one hand, evoking the
Aristotelian idea of solidarity, the idea of the whole being greater than the sum of its parts is also
suggested, and linked to the Platonic allegory of of the cave, of emerging from darkness of
colonialism to the light and freedom. Over the years, of course, Mandela’s incarceration fomented
resistance to apartheid and cemented his status as a symbol of the liberation struggle.
In 2016, the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg set up a satellite branch at the site of
Mandela’s arrest in Howick to tell the story of his capture. The Release sculpture is part of that
project of rewriting the nation’s history, which starts with Madiba’s account27 of his own arrest.

27Chapter Two: Mirageness (South Africa)
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According to Mandela, he had succeeded in evading capture by scores of apartheid operatives for
seventeen months. On the day of the arrest, he had just paid a clandestine visit to the home of
African National Congress President Albert Luthuli to report to him on his African odyssey and to
request support in his call for an armed struggle. On his way back to Johannesburg, armed police
flagged down his car. It was in this dramatic fashion, at this unassuming spot, that he was captured,
and jailed for twenty-seven years. Thus, the powerful Release sculpture stands in this silently
potent space like an evolving memory, an image representing an era that has been covered by many
historians and journalists.
However, the framing of the incident with this image clarifies the occasion, showing a
sense of what everyday life was like in South Africa in a way that Heidegger might have
recognized:28 The image in Release is the result of a smart use of technology, which Heidegger
considered a new regrettable mode of human existence. Heidegger uses the frame metaphor to
suggest how truth is revealed in art, as a mode of existence, and not just in technology; a standingreserve, or a tool for a purpose. As he says of Van Gogh’s painting of a peasant shoe, “What is at
work in the work? Van Gogh’s painting is the disclosure of what the equipment, the pair of peasant
shoes, is in truth. This entity emerges into the unconcealedness of its being. The Greeks called
unconcealedness aletheia” (Work of Art 35).
After Mandela’s arrest, the transformation of society in South Africa and the paranoia and
acts of violence by the state police stirred a feeling of unease and a sense of foreboding during the
1970s and 1980s, until the moment of Mandela’s release in February 1990. To understand how

“Madiba” is Mandela’s clan name as well as the affectionate name for him used by South Africans.
28

This is a qualified statement because Heidegger was, after all, associated, to some degree, with the ideas of the
Blood and Soil movement in the 1920s and was later made the rector of the University of Freiburg because he was
willing to join the Nazi party.
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Cianfanelli’s smart rendering of this meditative portrait of the nation’s icon, moving, in time and
in image, from arrest to release, is monumental and ambient―superimposed as a mirage on a
South African landscape―one has to start by defining his methodology.
What does this “method” mean? Generally, the means by which “truth” is sought, or, as
Sartre calls it, the means “whereby the world can be conceived starting at the ontological level”
(qtd. in Ally 51). Matters of the past, such as history, are embodied in images and memory. In
aesthetics, affective states can give expression to this duration, which itself is “constructed in and
through the work of sublimation” (Trigg 9) in images. A better way to represent when history is
“exposed to the visibility of daylight . . . [and] the wreckage of civilization is coming to the
foreground” (Trigg 3), and not in Husserl’s traditional phenomenological method, the scientific
bracketing out of assumptions and biases. Or only in Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle, the historical
textual analysis of the whole rather than its parts. Hermann Schmitz’s concept of new
phenomenology calls for affective involvement of the felt body is even better. It invites subjectivity
in the sense of someone or some people having to feel something outside of either himself or
herself, or themselves―i.e., having to experience subjective facts―which then causes a mood in
that person or those people that can be characterized in atmospheric or ambient terms.
As Gernot Böhme argues, the phenomenon of atmospheres (and by extension, ambiances)
can be addressed not only from the point of view of the aesthetics of perception but also from that
of “production aesthetics” (Aesthetics of Atmospheres 2). This production and commoditization of
aesthetics is exactly why stage design is a paradigm for the theory and practice of atmospheres and
ambiances. A stage set would require lighting, sound, colors, and props or whatever material
objects are needed to produce the desired reality. In Cianfanelli’s Release, the history of South
African racial relations is seen as awful, which is paradoxical since awe is a double-edged sword
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in philosophy. Awe is alluded to in the dialogue Theaetetus, where Socrates recounts a
conversation with a young man (Bogost 120).
In this eponymous dialogue, Theodorus recommends the young man Theaetetus to Socrates
as a promising student. When the two meet, the great Athenian philosopher asks his prospective
pupil for assistance in finding out the meaning of knowledge. Theaetetus replies that he is clueless,
but Socrates would not take no for an answer. After a while of this back-and-forth, the young man
makes the mistake of committing himself to a concept by saying that knowledge is nothing but
perception. As is often the case with Socrates, he digresses by recounting several logical fallacies,
while roping in both Protagoras and Homer in an attempt to persuade Theaetetus that he in fact
knew the nature of knowledge despite claiming not to know.
After further dialogue which moves through several attempts to trace and pin down the
existence of knowledge, Theaetetus confides he sometimes wonders about what certain things
mean. At that point Socrates responds, “That shows that Theodorus was wrong in his estimate of
your nature. The sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other
origin, and he was a good genealogist who made Iris the daughter of Thaumas” (Plato, Theaetetus
155d).
In Greek mythology, Iris is the daughter of the sea god Thaumas and the air nymph Electra.
A goddess of the rainbow, which through the air connects heaven and earth, Iris is well placed as
a messenger whose main job is to bring earth and heaven together, thus connecting humanity to
the gods. Thaumas is a god of wonder in Greek mythology, which, in a way, is not unlike the
situation and status of Mandela in South Africa, where there is an atmosphere of wonder and awe
around the figure of Mandela, revered as the father of the new nation.
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From a frontal point of view, Release appears as a familiar shadowy image that is formally
suggestive of the bars of Mandela’s prison cell on Robben Island. The vertical columns seem to
be arranged in a linear, symmetrical form and it is only until one gets closer that one notices the
scattered arrangement of the steel poles. Meanwhile, from the side view, the design and
arrangement of the columns create a sense of fracture and release. This realization marks a
noticeable moment in the process of viewing. Subliminally impactful, the sculpture then becomes
part of the surrounding landscape by visually shifting throughout the day depending on the angle
and intensity of the sun.
The changing light and surrounding atmosphere continually transform the sculpture.
Release serves as an example of how an in-situ installation, through its evocation of history and
culture, can initiate a catalytic moment—atmospheric, auratic, ambient, and memorial all at once.
The surrounding trees, ponds, and savanna grassland add visual beauty and a cooling atmosphere
on summer days.
The landscape in an open-air art space can contribute to opportunities for visual and
physical engagements between the land and outdoor artworks. Sculptures offer a sense of place in
this variety of open-air space. Natural lighting contributes to a warm and safe atmosphere in the
evening and adds to the inviting quality of a park or other green space. Not unlike the marimba
music of the South Africa’s Amampondo, sculpture expresses a world of complexity and awe
while having the capacity to touch or even incite the human spirit.
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Fig. 20. Cianfanelli, Marco. Maquette: Incarceration Emancipation. 2009.
Marco Cianfanelli, www.marcocianfanelli.com/incarcerate-emancipate.

3. Air
For purposes of survival, according Luce Irigaray, country roads are healthier than the
atmosphere that surrounds philosophers and through which they roam (7). Proof of this is clear in
Release (2012). But what is especially ambient here is memory itself, a remembrance of the past,
the history of not simply the location but of the whole of South Africa. The same applies to
Maquette: Incarceration Emancipation (2009) (see fig. 22), which, unlike Release, represents the
appalling conditions of the incarcerated freedom fighters in South Africa. Maquette suggests not
only that the prisoner or prisoners await emancipation but also that Mandela is only an avatar,
since there were an array of others (or even an entire nation) whose freedom had also been taken
from them.
Ontologically, these works of art are the embodiments of the country’s racial history and
their journey to democracy. While Release memorializes an event on August 5, 1962, Maquette
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shows what may still be going on, even now, in the post-apartheid era, thereby linking history and
the present. The artist’s serial sculptural form, here, is crucial as the medium of representation of
the experiences of South Africans. The sculpture is a stage set for a Proustian moment, where the
past is recalled to the present. It registers what Achille Mbembe calls “necropolitics,” a stream of
memories exploring casual life and death, the meaning of life, and the purpose of humanity (16).
Cianfanelli intended Release to be understood as a symbol of freedom that creates an
atmosphere, enveloping the viewer’s felt body and bringing back memories of the past or of history
itself. In so doing, the viewer, as a participant in this performance, brings to bear his or her own
present on that past; essentially, this is a recovery of meaning aligned with Hans-Georg Gadamer’s
hermeneutic zone of fusion.29The ontological status is experiential, for it is there when you feel it,
and one feels it, indeed, as a memorial, either alone or with others (or alone over time collectively).
The atmosphere is always already there whether or not it discloses itself to the felt body through
one’s experience of it; and even when no one is there, it is still related to us, as human beings.
Heidegger’s Dasein—a human being that relates to other beings—finds its meaning
temporarily,30as important as that is, but also in its relation to its environment. That is to say,
Dasein finds its meaning in its social structure, such as Mitsein or “being with” others, and in its
“being in the world” or in nature―thus, in the fact of its attunement to others and to its surrounding
or envelope. That experience of attunement is hard to describe due to its lack of tactility, and it
cannot be grasped visually or by hand without temporal assistance. What is more, it is elusive,
ghostly, and temporally finite in its relation to space, while sculpture is a three-dimensional spatial

29 In Truth and Method, Gadamer argues that meaning is formed when present impressions are mediated by past

experience or knowledge.
30 Heidegger’s Dasein is a human being who relates to other beings.
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art that also remains open to other interpretations. In other words, the sculpture or the open-air
memorial, Release or Maquette, falls within the “art of limits” (Mitchell 92), but its interpretation
is incomplete without the atmospheric and ambient conditions that come from memory.
For a sculptural form, such as Release, with its principal elements of mass and space, this
understanding is based on its utilitarian value as a memorial in addition to its value in the realm of
aesthetics (Sweeney 323). Space is sculpture’s key relational element, a condition impacting the
felt body. Schmitz argues that the felt body conjures, at the same time, a locus (or here), a moment
(or now), of being (or reality) and with subjectivity (or agency) (493). 31 One may ask, Why
subjectivity? Because of its experiential variability and its historicity deriving from hermeneutic
phenomenology.
Heidegger and Gadamer believe, invariably, that a phenomenological approach must
account for culture since the experiential past is embedded in the present. Life is a process of
passing on experiences, and in this case the shared or revealed experience is captured in the Release
sculpture. The combination of here, now, reality, and agency is a process in time of becoming a
“moment” in life and is embodied, at once, in monumentality and the immediacy of remembrance.
The communication between the felt body and various other elements, including space and time,
is history-making, as is represented, here, ably, in Release.
The sculpture is not only a solid form surrounded by countryside air but also a disappearing
Mandela image. Whether the image appears or disappears is a question of light and perception
(Dufrene 260). But the appearance is also metaphoric in the sense that it brings back to life those
memories of the past and delves into what Walter Benjamin calls an inquiry via his own entirely

31 Hermann Schmitz, in “New Phenomenology,” speaks of identity and difference as additional elements of space

that allow communication of the felt body and makes what life is.

103

new form of historical materialism: an effort to save the past by capturing a memory “as it flashes
up at a moment of danger” in a sculpture. (“On the Concept of History” 391). The inquiry into this
historicism requires a leap into the unknown and a reconstruction of the narrative in which being,
or Heidegger’s Dasein, becomes enveloped and where memory is reserved for the dispossessed
Other.
The approved official narrative must be questioned by the other less approved or illicit
versions and especially by the narratives of individual viewers, who themselves are part of the
ambient milieu. These versions of history often support particular interpretations of the present,
disseminated by the powerful. According to Hans Blumenberg, viewing or witnessing is almost
the whole point of life (Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigms for a Metaphorology 27). Human
existence is predicated on viewing. We have historically been drawn to looking at things, and due
to our visual ability, we are witnesses everywhere we may be, either in tragedies or comedies, at
sea or on the sea bottom. That predisposition to viewing is, arguably, why Merleau-Ponty proposes
a truth modeled on vision (Smith 192). One needs good vision to look at details of a photograph,
a painting, a sculpture, or a stage, because visual image merely preserves an instant appearance
that keeps its subject unchanged and remains a trace of that subject (Berger 54-55). The world is
one giant stage where men and women are part of one activity or another, either as members of
the central cast or as supporting actors and spectators. The staging accounts for our natural
curiosity through which we are often engaged in the role of God the voyeur. The role that a
shipwreck can play, among seafarers, cannot be overstated. Sadly, to a degree, everyone, at one
point or another, has either been involved in one or has been a witness to one (Blumenberg,
Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigms for a Metaphorology 27).
In “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin writes of freedom and history:
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To articulate the past historically does not mean to understand it “as it ha[s] really been”.
It means capturing a memory as it flashes up in a dangerous moment. Historical
materialism [in the form of art, for instance] wants to arrest an image of the past as it
presents itself to the historical subject unexpectedly, in the moment of danger. (Arcade
Project 3)
In some sense, the true image of the past may need to fit the present, since the past can be seized
only by an image that flashes up at the moment of its recognizability and is never seen again. “The
truth will always run away from us,” according to Benjamin (On the Concept of History 390). In
this way, the sculptor is a kind of fleeting existentialist playing the role of a rescuer who is trying
to save history from disappearing. A sculpture such as Release is a self-renewing form of resistance
against the political and historical meaning of apartheid. As Benjamin argues, “Every epoch must
try anew to wrest its inheritance from conformism” (qtd. in Duttlinger 3) while, at the same time,
Benjamin points to philosophy as a weapon against discourses of power whose version of history
is designed to cement the status quo.
The mind, according to Ludwig Wittgenstein, is a representational engine, a machine that
enacts or simulates the complex world of thoughts in images (qtd. W.J.T Mitchell, Wittgenstein’s
Imagery and What It Tells Us, 362). When Mandela’s image is visible from a distance as one nears
or arrives at the sculpture site, its appearance resembles a dream that happens in the quiet of one’s
mind when asleep. And yet, in a dream, abstract concepts are synthesized, while the image is
constructed in a simplified or condensed and, thus, compromised form, whereby details or
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inconvenient data are ignored or repressed, and the focus turns on the totality of the image: its
manifest plastic form or vision.32
The image now conjures the past, but as one moves closer to the sculpture, the image
disappears into thin air, or melts away like a mirage, while the present dawns on us in our
confrontation with the past. The image could be just imaginary, i.e., it could be constructed in our
minds and not actual, and yet that still does not deprive it of its worth. In fact, this phenomenon
adds to the power of the artwork for, as Mbembe argues, the task of self-reconstruction of the
image is a trying but a necessary step towards a shared world beyond race and racism―or beyond
received ideas―a world of benign or caring relations with others (qtd. Schalk,166-167).
In support of Franz Fanon’s phenomenological inquiry on black consciousness,33 Mbembe
also writes of struggle, such as the one in which Mandela was involved, as a precondition for the
reparation of the dignity of all humanity, and, thus, the creation of a genuinely ethical and dignified
human existence. Mandela’s struggle against apartheid rule in South Africa played against the
backdrop of tight control of media by white-minority government of the time.
Mandela’s image and speech were banned from publication in South Africa and his ability
to use disguises to elude police before his 1962 capture had earned him the name the Black
pimpernel. A fugitive, his mirage-like illusiveness added to his growing fame as a symbol of

32 Sigmund Freud argues in

The Interpretation of Dreams that the dream is the work of the unconscious mind and
every dream represents the fulfillment of an unconscious wish or desire. To explain the mechanism of dream
formation, he suggests the mental apparatus is a system that functions like a photographic machine (Cutrofello
122).
33 In chapter four of Black Skin White Masks, Fanon discusses the grave impact of racism over the black psyche,

arguing that European colonial rule has both psychological and social consequences on black people. He writes
that, “…there is a relationship between consciousness and the social context” (97). The social context—colonial
control and racial prejudice—drives the black man into self-hate and inferiority complex, which causes their
“unconscious desire” to change their skin color, if they could. For a black man to want to be white is a dilemma,
argues Fanon, that can only be rid of through action to change this social structure (100).
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African resistance movement. While a mirage is an optical illusion caused by atmospheric
conditions, especially heated layers of air that refract light from the sky, in Release it is the product
of a built environment layered or contrived in ways that advance the social and political agenda of
the African National Congress (ANC) government that commissioned the work. Cianfanelli
conceives of his art as an embodied experience. As in his subtly enveloped work Untitled (2014)
(see fig. 23), he may have intended his deliberately repetitive steel poles in Release to evoke the
experience of blacks at the hands of the apartheid state apparatus when they remained half unseen
and were denied freedoms and equal protection under the law.

Fig. 21. Cianfanelli, Marco. Untitled (Vertical Figure). 2014. Marco Cianfanelli, marcocianfanelli.com.

4. Embodiment
In literature, the experience of the past as embodied in a narrator’s memory becomes clear
in Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. Proust explores the reflections of a neurasthenic
narrator whose life of the mind, while quite often remaining in bed, is lived “in search of lost
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time;”34 so he can recapture that life. Proust writes, “Suddenly the memory returns. The taste was
that of the little crumb of madeleine . . . on Sunday mornings at Combray . . . And once I had
recognized that taste . . . immediately the old grey house [on] the street, where her room was, rose
up like the scenery of a theatre to attach itself to the little pavilion” (36). In sculpture, as in literature
and other art forms, meaning is always discerned temporally. The measure of success for any
hermeneutic endeavor necessitates merging the past, present, and future, so that our confrontation
with the past is a setup for the unknown future; the future is simply an imagination or a world yet
to be revealed, but that is partly revealed from a memory that unifies time (past and present), space
(as well as place), and the person (including the self).
In memory, the life of Proust’s narrator is rediscovered, redeemed, regained, and
recaptured through the recovery of time, places, people, and events that make up the past. That life
(and its memory) is then repurposed for the future. For Heidegger, time as a dynamic image is
revealed, at least individually in the imagination; art, too, whether on view in an indoor or outdoor
space, is revealed in time as truth. When Cianfanelli’s mirage of Mandela is “unrevealed” as it
disappears at or near the sculpture site, and the powerful experience leaves us free to reconstruct
our own face of Mandela, half-seen or immense, mediated by our own cultural and social biases.
In Truth and Method, Gadamer calls this kind of engagement with the past a meaningful “fusion
of horizons,” and adds that, “Through a work of art, truth is experienced that we cannot attain in
any other way” (Truth and Method 43).

34 In Search of Lost Time

is the actual title of the eight-volume work in French, which was initially published in
English as Remembrance of Things Past. However, the latter is derived from a Shakespearean line that was used to
translate Proust’s title poetically, yet inaccurately.
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In one’s imagination or one’s mental reenactment of Mandela’s image, the past, present,
and future all collapse into one reality that one can seize and make one’s own, although of
immediate importance to one’s mind or being in this instance is the reliving of the past in the
present. This does not mean, of course, that one is condemned to remain in the past but rather that
one is using a work of art, like Release, to revive or recreate a historical condition. At times,
reconstructing the atmosphere of the past can even be a curative way of living in the present.
Toward that end, time in Gadamer is more backward-looking while in Heidegger it is more
forward-looking. “Time,” says Heidegger, is not a modification of presence, nor does it “find its
meaning in eternity, time finds its meaning in death” (qtd. in Alweiss 117).
Gadamer critiques how truth is construed in a narrowly scientific fashion and the resulting
dominance of that approach to truth in modernity. Gadamer wants to replace this scientific truth
with artistic truth; he argues that works of art make truth claims because a judgment of taste
involves both understanding and aesthetic considerations. As with the case of a Kantian judgment
of taste where understanding is encased as a faculty of a priori concepts, engagement with free
play in the imagination is paramount. Gadamer appears to commit himself to the Hegelian dialectic
in which aesthetic judgment includes both reflection and determination and, thus, knowledge. In a
similar vein, Friedrich Schiller suggests a mere state of awareness implies that imagination has a
role in aesthetic experience.35 Similarly, Anne Sheppard argues that “imagination plays an
important part in our understanding of representational art” (35-42).
The question then becomes which artform moves beyond thought and truth to political
action. Unlike Gadamer, I would argue that public sculpture, as fine art, is a more political artform

35 Friedrich Schiller links art and understanding to freedom by arguing that “[t]he Artist may secede from his age

and elevate himself above it” (xiv).
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due to its visibility and durability and, at times, its versatility and abstraction. As an op art
sculpture, Release is quite versatile as it tries, for instance, to recapture the truth about the lived
experience of Black, Malay, Indian, and Coloured South Africans, who, like the image of Mandela
in Cianfanelli’s Release, were also, quite often, either unseen or half-seen (being hidden away in
“homelands” or designated tribal areas36 at the other side of a no man’s land or a circle of “nononsense fences”37). Along this line of inquiry, if we think of political tradition as a continuation
of the debate about “meaning,” then at least from a hermeneutic standpoint, an open-air artwork,
such as Release, is in part epistemological in its attempt to depict the social history of South Africa,
its race relations and the misuse of the law at the time of apartheid. The purpose of Release is to
educate through its own being as a work of art, which may help to reclaim that history by exposing
the atmospheric conditions on which one’s memory of that past can now, in part, be based. In
hermeneutics, the interpretation of art or sculpture is seen as an aesthetic experience, which gives
rise to psychologism and, in this instance, the concept that logic, as it is expressed in meaning, can
be placed within the frame of the same psychological and psycho-historical processes by means of
which the artwork was initially created or was seen on site by the viewer.
In the case of Release, Cianfanelli knew his country’s history and, thus, decided that
apartheid was indeed an inhuman system (“Marco Cianfanelli on Madiba Sculpture”). Apartheid
encoded human beings according to their racial classification, enforced humiliating work and
residency rules, allowed arbitrarily unfair treatment by authorities, and took away any right to land
ownership in South Africa for anyone but the descendants of Dutch and English immigrants. The

36 The apartheid government established homelands for the majority of the Black population to prevent

them

from living in the urban areas of South Africa where they would mix with white people.
37 The fences kept the tribal African population in designated areas and away from the general population.
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end of apartheid was the birth of an entirely new South Africa, midwifed by Nelson Mandela and
the ANC. A new atmosphere began to fill the nation’s landscape from east to west, one that was
less suffocating, more tolerant, and full of hope. A new optimism arose, in part, from the inquiries
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, formed to heal the nation’s wounds by exposing, in
exchange for forgiveness by the victims, the numerous wrongs that had been committed in the
name of the state.
The atmosphere in the decades before the release of Mandela was quite different. The laws
and misinformation that sought to obliterate the idea of Mandela’s heroism and quiet his voice
within the minds of South Africans began by targeting his image head on. The strategy by state
apparatus was to create an unsecure link between history and knowledge. This tactic begs the
question of whether history is knowledge of the past. Everyone has a different knowledge of the
past since knowledge is dependent on one’s environment. Some argue that knowledge is relational,
i.e., it depends on someone with an interest in that knowledge or on a connection between the
historian and his or her object (Carr 2). That focus on connection―relational aesthetics―lends
itself to a certain abstractness, which can be characterized this way: since history has become a
scene in a stage set, the sculptural installation is a staging for the purpose of reclaiming this
knowledge. History is, thus, represented in the sculpture, while the sculpture is a witness to history.

5. Mirage
Mirages are both literal and metaphorical. They are reflections of surface rather than depth;
images that never materialize on closer inspection and that can be seen as illusory and deceptive.
Mirages have preconditions such as the presence of a landscape, which does not derive its power
from the fact that it offers itself as a spectacle but rather from the fact that, as a mirror and a mirage,
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it presents any susceptible viewer with an image, at once, true and false, of a creative capacity that
the subject is able, during a moment of marvelous self-deception, to claim as his or her own
(Lefebvre 189).
The mirage motif is never simply deceptive; as a metaphor, it conveys a sense of escape as
well as a visual anticipation of something good or bad, and, therefore, it causes some kind of
emotion in us. A mirage oftentimes can feel like an illusion, a hallucination and a dream all rolled
into one, except for the fact that a mirage is merely light and color that is striking one’s retina.
Mirages are seen in environments where a difference in the temperature from one air layer
to another generates refraction (Pinney 43). In many cases, they are seen in landscapes with high
temperatures, but their sighting can, at times, have an effect of coolness and relief on the eye (like
that of seeing a wetland, along with the white belly of a hornbill, in the Namib Desert). In other
cases, mirages are a sign of elusion, evasion, and, therefore, deception. Though aesthetic, most of
their effects are far-reaching, often reinforcing their own illusion. “Mirages appear as pathological
interventions, distorting a visual field whose navigation is essential to survival” (Pinney 55). They
are delicate images that are hard to adequately capture with a camera, and yet, can still have “a
destabilizing magical quality” for us (Pinney 84).
One of the concerns of Walter Benjamin was photography’s ability to help us avoid illusion
by allowing us to access “the optical unconscious” (qtd. Pinney 84), a set of visual truths that
human vision is unable to grasp. Photography, he argued, disrupts an otherwise unassailable order
and offers new tools of resistance. By contrast, mirages are part of an optical deception, a
disordered experience that tricks viewers and provides proof that sense experiences are not to be
trusted since they can be fallacious and demonstrate the difference between perception and reality.
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For Benjamin, the optical unconscious promised to destroy aura, while, also, undermining the
“cultic” (qtd. Pinney 41).
Aside from being the product of atmospheric optics, mirages also are metaphorically social
and political, with examples from as far back as the eighteenth century which point to the fact that
they often reflect the concerns and anxieties of the times. In some cases, mirages are associated
with crises. “Times of crisis are prone to producing omens visible in the sky” (qtd. Pinney 84).
Pinney cites Joseph Addison’s reference in 1712 to mirages as “pleasures of the imagination” in
the political context of London at the time (qtd. Pinney 84). By virtue of their being elusive,
mirages are analogous to the fact that space and territoriality in Africa are not attached to physical
and social limits. It was late-nineteenth-century developments in photography that allowed
mirages to be broadly seen and discussed. Some scholars argue the mirage is involving both optics
and cognitive relations.
Consciousness is mediated by vision and our recognition of objects depends on looking at
things in the world (Berger 5). In Release, Mandela’s image helps us to understand due to its easy
accessibility and our own mental processing. Although as humans we become aware of things
through several senses, we mostly prefer knowledge through seeing. By looking at the things
around us, or that surround us, we recognize them and vice versa (Berger 5). Consciousness is
mediated by vision—our recognition of objects depends on looking at things in the world (Berger
5).
Looking at things is a way of experiencing them. When we look at art, particularly a painted
sculpture, what we are seeing is a visible spectrum: a range of colors that fall in the luster or
dimness families of either light or dark. Light enters the eye, passes through the lens, and hits the
retina, where the inside of the eyeball is lined, at the back, with light-sensitive cells called cones
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and rods. Rods distinguish between light and dark while cones respond to colors. The brain collects
and applies visual cues about ambient light. These color cues can be applied to a work of art and
help us to adjust perception by applying filters over the stage light. The result is that if our brain
cannot guess the quality of the ambient light, it produces unclear color perception (St. Clair 15).

6. Surrounding
For the purpose of our atmospheric project, our exposure to Cianfanelli’s Release in situ
was not as important as the fact it was ambient due to its enveloped―or enveloping―naturally
luminous character. Derek McCormack defines envelopment as “a process through which a
relation of actionable, palpable difference takes shape within an elemental mileu” (McCormack
196). In other words, the process is immersive, i.e., the viewer and the viewed are surrounded by
elemental conditions, whether they be meteorological, cultural, social, emotional, or political.
Thus, the process can “generate elemental conditions from which diverse atmospheres of
experience precipitate” (McCormack 196). In other words, an atmospheric milieu is modified
through a form of enclosure that generates different spheres of life. The process is analogous to
what Heidegger has defined as a set of existential relations based on being-in-the-world; being is
sealed inside of something along with other beings in a process that allows emotion to induce a set
of sensory relations and communications. The process is dynamic as much as it is relational and
suggests “atmosphere is not a passive medium in which entities are [just] immersed” (McCormack
27).38

38 McCormack’s quote refers to the work of Henri Bergson, Gilles Deleuze, and Brian Massumi, and particularly

Massumi’s Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. Durham: Duke UP. 2002.
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The process of immersion is spatial. Peter Sloterdijk, whose works have inspired a
rethinking of the idea of public space, makes the point that fear and anger can be politically useful
since they are affective emotional responses and, at times, can fuel action (Meaney)in certain
spaces. Like other related emotions such as pride and resentment, fear has been used since the time
of Homer, and long before him, to trigger vengeance and blood feuds (often with persistent
negative outcomes in the form of long or even ongoing cycles of mimetic violence 39). There is
little difference between fear and terror, emotions and impulses that first drove twentieth-century
Russian Communism and German National Socialism. “Irritated and isolated individuals find
themselves surrounded by impossible offers . . . an impulse to hate everything emerges”
(Sloterdijk, Terror from the Air 1).
According to Sloterdijk, the twentieth century started with an ample dose of terror and fear,
especially in 1915, during the First World War, in Flanders Fields when the Germans attacked
enemy troops for the first time in history with chlorine gas weapons (Terror from the Air 1). The
initial use of poison gas transitioned conflict from the era of more “benign” forms of warfare to
that of terrorism, whereby the target was no longer the enemies’ bodies but their “environment”:
the emotional atmosphere around the body. Fear became the new aesthetic emotion, an ambient
conditioning of the political atmosphere in early-Modernist Europe not long after the turn of the
twentieth century.
When Mandela became the focus of national consciousness following his trial at Rivonia
and subsequent incarceration on Robben Island (Oliver 274), he was like a mirage; newspapers
nicknamed him the “Black Pimpernel,” comparing him to the daring hero of Baroness Orczy’s
novel The Scarlet Pimpernel. Fueling resistance to the apartheid regime, almost worshipped by his

39 Mimetic violence is an idea from the work of René Girard, for instance, as seen in

Violence and the Sacred.
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supporters and loathed in equal measure by his enemies, he became an unseen avatar of Césaire.
Those who attended his trial in 1962 said that, instead of fear, “the air was pregnant with the
prospect for liberation in South Africa” (Asante 269). The trial in Rivonia provided a new highly,
accessible stage set for Mandela to humanize the struggle against apartheid. His final image of
defiance was iconic for the ANC’s fight for the next three decades and emerged, like The Suns of
Independence,40 as an emblem of memory and history.
Memory is an enabler. It is liberating; it helps us to understand something. And in
Heideggerian ontology, to understand memory is to temporally project an experience; an
experience Heidegger would later refer to as freedom in his Being and Time. As Heidegger writes,
“the primordial ontological ground of the existentiality of Dasein, however, is temporality” (224).
That means its being is understood in historical terms (225) and history manifests through
memory. In postcolonial discourse, Fanon and Nobel laureate Nigerian playwright Wole Soyinka
tackle memory in different ways. Soyinka argues memory, as knowledge or information, is a social
virtue that carries the potential to prevent the recurrence of a past wrong. That idea informs South
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which encouraged forgiveness but not the
forgetting of past crimes. Soyinka thinks of memory not just as an epistemic product of history
that must be preserved (Asante 59), but, rather, a trace with vivid currency. Memory serves as a
reminder—that’s why Soyinka is asking of the South African TRC experiment, “Is knowledge on
its own a lasting effect? Or simply memory is short? (The Burden of Memory, 5). A remembrance
or a reminder is an instruction, but they are also historical testimonies. They are representations
and landmarks of past events. Part of that history is that while Africans have had to suffer under

40 The Suns of Independence is a novel by Ivory Coast writer Ahmadou Kourouma that won the French literary prize

in 1969.
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foreign rule ever since the day in 332 B.C. when the Ptolemies initiated the reign of Hellenistic
Greeks in Egypt, Africans have “never posed a hegemonic threat” to any other region in the world
(Soyinka, Of Africa 25). And in South Africa, they should not have had to face the kind of vicious
and unconscionable treatment that they suffered at the hands of the apartheid government (ibid)
that, then, remains seared into memory.
Thus, memories such as those evoked by Cianfanelli’s sculpture Release go to the heart of
the project of epistemic historicism, though, the dialectics of this history and the hermeneutical
variables must be recognized. Memories, adds Soyinka, “are indices of Truth, an essence of a
reality that offers any people, however impoverished, a value in itself, a value that, especially when
rooted in anguish and sacrifice, may dictate a resolve for redemption and strategies for social
regeneration” (Burden of Memory 60). In memory, the sculpture transforms time into space, then,
into a stage set for knowledge recognition.41 Release, is, above all, a recovery of history; the action
represented by the sculpture took place in the early ’60s, in a time past, which becomes spatially
represented in the present. This view is informed by Frances A. Yates’ analysis of Francis Bacon’s
theory of painting. Yates writes that the Irish expressionist painter of dreams and
chimeras―known for his raw and emotionally rife imagery and his fixation with erotic and
personal motifs―had his own “design of a building for use in [the expression of] local memory”
(370). She also adds that Bacon defined art as being “based on ‘prenotions’ and ‘emblems’, the
Baconian version of places and images” (Yates 370).

41 In The Forgetting of Air in Martin Heidegger, Irigaray suggests that to recognize is to remember or to have

memory of forgetting, or a preserved memory; to have things exist as memory is to preserve them, which suggests
staging them (64, 110, 164).
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Fig. 22. Henda, Kiluanji Kia. Icarus 13. 2007. The First Journey to the Sun, Astronomy Observatory, Namib Desert. The
Calvert Journal, www.calvertjournal.com/images/uploads/features/2016_Feb/Red_Africa/Icarus_13/ DSC_0007.jpg.

7. Sun and Sea
From the scientific and mythological perspectives, The Journey to the Sun is a median
equation. In Icarus 13, The First Journey to the Sun (2007) (see fig. 24), the artist Kiluanji Kia
Henda combines the Greek myth of Daedalus and Icarus with Blaise Pascal’s air pressure theory
to create an installation that brings us knowledge about the virtue of moderation. There is a
connection between Icarus and Africa. Icarus, who failed to fly in moderation, was the son of
Daedalus by Naucrate, an Egyptian slave (Wilkinson, T. 78). His demise came because he did not
heed his father’s advice not to fly too low near the open sea nor too high near the burning sun.
After the era of colonialism ended in the early 1960s, the anticipated metaphorical
moonshot in Africa did not take place. Country after country, relieved of the colonial yoke,
remained trapped in poverty, debt, and authoritarianism, all of which drained the human spirit,
year after year. Art critic Samuel Goff uses this metaphor of awaited moonshot to suggest that Kia
Henda’s Icarus 13 is like the energy of post-independence Africa that flickered before flaming out
and is a memorial to what Heidegger calls anticipation; that is to say, in effect, the future never
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came to pass for most Africans, especially the citizens of Southern Africa, a challenge to futurists.
In addition, the skyward journey through the atmosphere on the way to the sun represents the
Aristotelian idea of a median range and proportionality: the atmospheric space in the sky between
the sun and the sea. This supports the French Romantic concept of “ambient milieu,” which derives
from Newtonian physics.
Icarus 13 is not a sculpture in a simple three-dimensional sense, but a concept of a
sculptural monument built on a photographic shadow image. It is, in fact, Henda’s own imagining
of an African space mission that is still only a shadow of a real (yet fictive) image; perhaps, it was
conceived as a metaphorical way of showing the gap between historical reality and the postcolonial imagination of a country like Angola (Goff) (whose rather late independence, in 1975,
implied a second, yet even more essential, gap between history and the post-colonial moment). I
make this assertion about Icarus 13 because of the fluid definition of sculpture—for instance, when
Charles Harrison writes of the difficulty of maintaining a definitive boundary line around the edge
of the definition of “sculpture,” he adds, “There is normally a much greater likelihood that works
of sculpture will be seen in the context of other made things―sometimes also [in that] of objects
. . . formed naturally such as shells, bones and pebbles―than there is in the case of paintings”
(200).
Henda’s work is an exercise in fiction interwoven with reality. He has repurposed scenes
that were captured to trigger reinterpretation by the viewer. The three images constituting Icarus
13 show Angola as it is currently against the backdrop of its history of unfulfilled potential and a
future forever out of reach. It is like a sci-fi sculpture waiting to be raised on the film set of a new
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African 8½,42 yet, in reality, the sculpture lies purely in the imagination, thereby bringing into play
the issue of facticity. Imagination was humankind’s first virtual reality technology. Facticity in
this case has a multiplicity of meanings, ranging from factuality and contingency to the conditions
of freedom and human existence. In the case of the artist Henda, whose work is conceptual, the
Icarus 13 photos, in a way, equal the (imagined) fact of his conceptual sculptural monument. In
other words, we are treating these images (photos and imagination) as if they were actual or real
three-dimensional objets d’art.
Heidegger considers the question of existence as never straightened out except in and
through existence itself (Campbell 63-82). This line of thinking is shown, for instance, in his
concern with language and phenomenology where he critiques both Aristotle’s understanding of
Being and the neglect of Dasein in metaphysics. Heidegger opens his essay “Art and Space” with
a citation from Goethe reading “language can give us a hint,” before he employs etymology to
probe the nature of the thinking space of Dasein (Mitchell 88). Discussing sculpture in the same
essay, Heidegger argues that the body is space that belongs to a place or “locus” (“Art and Space”
121). This analysis should be understood as part of an attempt to overcome the problem of space
in sculpture. (Crowther 151-170). As suggested earlier, sculpture is an embodiment of space—
although it does not have to be physical, it can also be imaginary as it is in Icarus 13.
Along similar lines, Albert Einstein’s 1905 theory of relativity, Plummer writes,
[undermined] the Newtonian belief in absolute measurable things . . . demonstrating that
matter and space are themselves relative, and change with different observers and
according to each observer’s shifting perspective. Moreover, the established dimensions of

42 8½ is a 1963 film directed by Federico Fellini, an Italian filmmaker. It is a “film about a film” in which, among

other things, there is a sci-fi set for a would-be rocket launch.
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length, mass and time transform with one’s frame of reference. Physical reality alters with
a person’s speed and location, and is not independent of the observing eye―it is,
essentially, not determinate. (Plummer 215)
Originally confined to science, these relativistic ideas, little by little, made their way into the arts
where, intuitively, they were easily experienced and understood intimately by a wider audience.
Even before the advent of relativity, by the late nineteenth century, Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh
was already painting a reality whose physical presence was overshadowed by unruly circling
energy. There are cases in his works where material things are less important than the whirring of
energy around them (Plummer 215). The waves and colored light swirl and resonate in patterns of
motion and countermotion within, as well as in the pores of solid matter, filling space with tangible
things and penetrating solid masses with something active and fluid.
In the twentieth century, the visual arts explored the elemental appeal of this imagined
magical zone of highly varied perspectives and expanded vision. Writing about these experiences,
the German painter Paul Klee argues that, in modernity, when walking across the deck of a
steamship, one is at the center of the action or, the movements within the cosmos (qtd. In Plummer
215). One is indeed aware of―and, on the basis of one’s powerful vision, takes into
account―one’s own movement, along with the movement of the ship. The route and speed of the
water currents, the earth’s rotation, the orbits of the stars and satellites around it, are all monitored.
There is, thus, an organization of movements centered on the man or woman on the ship. Similarly,
as Plummer argues, Klee’s works challenges the viewer to enter into the painting itself, to be at its
center, and think of how the brushstrokes and other elements he or she sees across the canvas
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become part of his or her imagination as the work takes its form in the mind’s eye rather than in
the iris or retina (Plummer 216).43
In that moment in one’s mind, a dialogue ensues between the images and the world around
one as a viewer that creates an electric, dream-like, futuristic here and now or atmosphere. The
evocative ambiance―along with the intricate metaphors―complement this visionary illusion of a
sculpture, in this case, the Icarus 13 spaceship that, in one’s mind, arrived at the sun after fifteen
days of travelling a distance of 150 million kilometers (93 million miles).
Our earlier reflection on the emblematic staging of Icarus 13 is analogous to the nature of
Heidegger’s ontology and his concern with language, meaning, and the concept of space.
Heidegger’s focus on phenomenological hermeneutics leads him to conceive of art not as
equipment or standing reserve (at least in terms of form and matter in the realm of metaphysics)
but in fact as a stage, a setting for a conflict between earth and the world (Cutrofello 245). The
work of art, therefore, allows the “happening of truth” to take place on this stage, and while truth
can be established in science, only art can open it up or unconceal it (Cutrofello 245). Thus, “truth”
happens as art, or in the Angolan political and scientific sphere, as the imagined “happening” of
the conceptual sculpture Icarus 13 and its takeoff. Instead of having to build an oppressively
massive stela in Angola at the mercy of the atmospheric air currents of the Namib desert, Henda
offers the viewer a spectacle,44 a metamorphic play of form that expands our definition of a
sculpture by toying with the idea of its link to both a real and an unreal materiality.

43 In this quote, Klee argues that the modern man actively engages with art as he or she has come to appreciate his

or her role as one upon whom the world revolves, largely due to our fresh knowledge about multiple perspectives.
In his description of the power of visual perspectives, Klee points out that, “An organization of movements within
the cosmos [is] centered on the man on the steamer” (qtd. in Plummer 216).
44 The spectacle is a concept explored by Guy Debord in his 1967 book

Society of the Spectacle, where he argues
that social life has become commoditized; authentic life is replaced by mere appearance; everything is a spectacle,
an image society is here.
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The expanded character of this sculpture also ‘tonalizes’ or affects the nature of ambiance;
its mobility as a conceptual artwork accentuates it, in our minds, as an object of embodied
perception, while our aesthetic experience of it is then wrapped up or enclosed in both history and
imagination. Aesthetic atmosphere is circumstantial and, thus, dependent on the scene that the
artist creates to stir in us a new or unique affective condition, for instance, by contriving some new
theatrical effect. In the construction of atmospheres, the setting in the theatrical sense constitutes
only a beginning of this construction, which eventually must achieve concrete form in a situational
actuality that is shared and is intersubjective, according to Tavani, adding, “Thus we react to these
installations as though reacting to an environment into which we enter” (129-130).

8. Emotion
Heideggerian phenomenology deals with the basic existential elements of space: a place
on the earth and the atmosphere crucial for sculpture. Although traditionally a spatial entity with
a physical shape, contemporary sculpture, such as Icarus 13, does not have to occupy a physical
space, i.e., the site of its embodiment. And, yet, in the making of a new sculpture, even an imagined
one, a new place is created by setting free “the sculptured form and its physical earthly
embodiment, and also (where appropriate) a figurative content which is emergent from it”
(Crowther 11). The relation between these elements―site, form, figure, and embodiment―creates
a unique form of space and presence, thereby critiquing some of the most ubiquitous aspects of
Heideggerian ontology. Sculpture engages different dimensions of human interest when one is
looking at such a work of art in its own quality or character as a (new) sculptured “being”; and
through this unique character it is able to create a horizon of reverence and insight that constellate
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around it as a work of art. Writes the philosopher Paul Crowther, “The sculptural work is,
accordingly, an elemental place-instituting entity which occupies a distinctive location among
other things, by creating a relational space of display and interpretative contexts around itself”
(11).
This view overturns the literal description of sculpture, which relies on volume to
demarcate space and on surfaces to surround and separate an inner thing from an outer world.
Heidegger observes that space can be empty, a gap, cavity, or hollow not filled by any mass or any
thing other than air. Volume and emptiness in sculpture are different when understood in relation
to the sculpture’s embodiment of elemental space; in and of themselves, they “describe the limits
of space in an abstract techno-physical sense” (Crowther 11), but when we change them and then
declare the uniqueness of their elemental space, they are able to constellate a space of human
dwelling where they are enveloped in an atmospheric condition of truth. Widening his circle of
inquiry, Heidegger then shows that sculpture is also dependent on the reciprocal relation between
earth and world, a relation he believes is fundamental to art.

Fig. 23. Henda, Kiluanji Kia. Icarus 13. 2007. The First Journey to the Sun, Astronomy Observatory, Namib Desert.
Culture Trip, www.calvertjournal.com/images/uploads/features/2016_Feb/Red_Africa/Icarus_13/DSC_0069.jpg
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For us, this relation is manifested in emotions, such as fear, sorrow, reverence, awe, or
aura. Emotions are quite often, but not entirely, socially constructed and historically contextualized
(Reddy xii).45 That is, they can initiate or incite an epoch-changing experience in those involved,
and it is important to emphasize that, more often than not, our own past ideas and experiences are
intimately related to the reality of our emotions, as well as to the reality of the self. Thus, the
multiplicity of reality remains unquestioned, while art on its own can reveal the variety of historical
contexts that affect emotions (Reddy xii). “History [in this view] becomes a record of human
efforts to conceptualize our emotional makeup, and to realize social and political orders attuned to
its nature”; “reading novels (or seeing a sculpture) allow[s] people to have new, more nuanced,
feeling” (Reddy xii).
Emotions have been compared to colors (Reddy 3-4). Both colors and emotions have a
strong subjective or experiential character. Perception of color and emotional experience are based
on biology and, therefore, similar. Our visual sense (or the way we interact with light) shapes our
perception and our ideas about art and nature. But that does not mean that art is life; it is still
independent, yet also a representation of life and its associated feeling. The point of separation of
art from life remains undetermined; in fact, art may affirm or explain life, as in the case of Release
and Icarus 13. Emotion constitutes the self, and, like memory and language, it is something we,
humans, have by virtue of being ourselves. Having been wired into us, it is inherent and without it
we cannot be who we are (Reddy 315).
To some degree, strong emotions are linked to strong feelings about priority goals, and the
power of emotion to overcome the will is biological in the same way as desire and pain (since each

45 Though I agree with Reddy’s idea on dual causes of emotion, I disagree with his methods.
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of them, on its own, can also overcome the will). Emotion is a mark of what Heidegger calls our
“authenticity”46 (316). However, culture can also influence this or that emotion either by elevating
or suppressing it (Reddy 317).47 In the context of politics, with history as its guide, emotion, in the
form of sentimentalism, can deliver a political message of liberation. Sentimentalist messages
about democracy, equality, and scientific progress are among the most important standards of
communication by which today’s Africans judge their governments. Most South Africans found
their government wanting during the years of apartheid (Reddy 325), while many Angolans have
also found their post-independence government corrupt and wanting as well.

9. Staging
Pablo Picasso is reported to have said that the artist is a receptacle for emotions that come
from all over the place: the sky, the earth, a leaf of newspaper, a solid object, or a spider web (Kalb
123). For our purposes, his quote suggests a number of things: first, the artist or his or her objet
d’art can become the space of nature. On its own, nature is a sculpture in the same way that an
object of memory, or a scene in one’s memory, can, metaphorically, be a sculpture of history: a
monument to the past. Second, on the basis of many variables, the line between the various
artforms can be blurred, and so the idea of looking at a photograph as a sculpture is not far-fetched.
Essentially, then, the artist and his or her art are, collectively, a mise-en-scène, a stage, a scene. In
the case of Icarus 13 and Release, the images in them “clear the air” and demystify the scene by
helping us to understand the social, historical, and political atmosphere of the place: the Namib

46 Heidegger’s authenticity is in anticipation of death, the finitude of being, and care.
47 Reddy argues emotion is the self; emotion is motivational; emotions are powerful and are the mark of

authenticity (316).
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Desert in Angola and the site of Mandela’s arrest (Jameson 366). As Peter Sloterdijk points out in
his Spheres trilogy, the human is itself a place that opens up the medial (or “vulgar”) (628), yet so
are fiction, imagination, light, colors, and an image of a mirage, each of which creates an
atmosphere, at once, unique and variable.
In art, light and colors are bright, at times, because they are intended to convey emotion,
which, like thought, memory, intention, or language, is something that the self has within it by
virtue of being a self—and without which it would not be one (Reddy 315). At the middle of Icarus
13, the use of a brilliant green light that seems to be projected from the center creates an illusion
of dark and sloping perspectival walls on the horizon, in spite of it being an artificial light rather
than a natural one. Light and colors are the agents of our mood to the extent that emotion is
associated with motivation and the priority goals that we may have in our lives, culture, and politics
(Reddy 316). It is important to understand the malleability of emotion, as it is culturally constituted
(Reddy 317), and the fact that it is of political significance. “Emotives [italics mine] can thus be
used as tools for arriving at desired states” (322), writes Reddy, while also suggesting there are
traces of political emotion that can be found in visual art. “Emotives are therefore essential to
understanding the political significance of ideology, law, state ritual, coercion, and violence. The
legitimacy of a specific regime may, in turn, be measured in terms of its openness to the full
character of selfhood” (Reddy 331). In the third image of Icarus 13 (see fig. 26), the emotive, but
artificial, opening and closing variable green colors suggest the scene was created in bright light,
perhaps during a sunny day, since light affects color.
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Fig. 24. Henda, Kiluanji Kia. Icarus 13. 2008. The First Journey to the Sun, Astronomy Observatory, Namib Desert.
Culture Trip, www.calvertjournal.com/images/uploads/features/2016_Feb/Red_Africa/Icarus_13/DSC_0191.jpg.

For an artist a shift in lighting, as in the image from Icarus 13 (2008) (see fig. 24), can be
metaphorical, signaling more or less intangible conceptual changes, and since a metaphor can join
similar (yet, still dissimilar) things, such as light and shadow, into a single yet complex meaning,
two inseparable things can, for their part, also have their own (unique) single yet complex meaning.
Imagination, as a visual thought, is a work of art that at times may become real in full illumination.
There is no such thing as an imageless thought, since thought is symbolic; it is communicated in a
language, either visual or imaginative, metaphoric or metonymic, spatial or temporal. This
communication of vivid thought is free in terms of the mode of representation. Like images,
metaphors, too, are representations, while, at the same time, in light of its relation to vision, each
metaphor, such as the one Henda uses in Icarus 13, is a recognition of human imagination (Reddy
6). Henda’s art here is metaphorical since its title was adopted from the ancient Greek myth of
Icarus, the son of the master craftsman Daedalus, who suffered for his hubris and complacency.
Icarus was warned by his father neither to fly high close to the sun since his wings would melt, nor
low, close to the sea, since the moisture might clog his feathers. In the end, it would have been
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better if he had flown in the middle, at the optimal level, in the ideal sphere of ambiance. But he
ignored the warning by flying too high, his wings melted, and he dropped from the sky and into
the sea.
In The Iliad, the closeness or affinity of man and animal is also metaphorical. Homer
compares the death of a soldier (on the field of battle) to the death of a horse as he seeks to convey
or remind us of the superlative qualities of this or that distinct moment (Reddy 9). A metaphor can
be a value judgment, evidence of a lived life, or a social or political comment on an event; it can
be a thing or an atmosphere. It suggests, or can suggest, the totality of an observation of a moment
whose duration is measured not by linear time but by “its relation to a lifetime” (Reddy 47).
The narrative structure of any individual or collective experience can be reflected in a
work of art, regardless of its open or hidden social or political messages. This narrative structure
validates an existing story that paints the picture of activities and experiences of the individual or
the social and political group to which the individual belongs. The story is not only the spoken
experience of the individual, or the rhetoric or language that unites the members of the group, since
the act of storytelling, whether visual or oral, also attempts to create a community of memory
through the recollection of its individual or collective histories (Reddy 159).
The visual artist envisages and creates a community of viewers, each as clearly minded as
the artist himself or herself. Each is addressing memory, which is the connection between time,
narrative, and history. As Henri Bergson suggests in Matter and Memory, memory is
“consciousness of the past stored in the present” (92) and “looking to the future” (93). Memories
are either brief or nonstop “recordings” of facts and images as they take place at every moment of
duration (Bergson, Matter and Memory 94). Through an open-air sculpture, the artist reminds his
or her audience about an experience in the past, yet sometimes this experience exists only in our
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minds (Dennett 31). Whether it happens to be Cianfanelli’s Release or William Kentridge’s Fire
Walker (2009), or Strijdom van der Merwe’s Earth Knots (2020) (fig. 27) in Johannesburg, the
viewer’s senses open up to the sun, the blue sky, or the white and gray clouds, and the mind almost
stops to function as a keener aesthetic perception takes over.

Fig. 25. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. Earth Knots. 2020. Strijdom van der Merwe, www.strijdom.com/installations/.

Like Richard Serra’s Equal (2015), a boxy and massive array of sculptures that
overwhelms the viewer with its sublimity, Van der Merwe’s Earth Knots (see fig. 25), Balancing
Stones, and Men Climbing into Eternity (2020) (see fig. 24) are each in dialogue with nature. While
each one of his three open-air sculpture arrays often incite in the viewer a heightened awareness
of its wider surroundings, Van der Merwe is more versatile since each of these three layouts can
also take on its own unique temporal dimensions. In each one, he skillfully combines nature with
either natural, hewn natural, or technical materials to create inspiring sculptural installations. His
choices of elements in the landscape range from green vegetation to blue sky, the sun and moon,
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sunsets, shadow, water and rocks, and shafts of cool or warm light, with each element creating a
distinct atmosphere.
Van der Merwe draws inspiration from the sea and underground water. In Earth Knots, he
planted three massive colored rocks in an urban sculpture park. Now, through the sky and in the
open space, warm sunlight showers the rocks, lightly and winningly. With no clouds on high, light
falls through the leaves of well-manicured trees. It is not difficult to suggest that the atmosphere
in a variety of well-maintained green spaces may have a correlation with the well-being and
happiness of the urban community. As Francesco Garutti argues, “The [mere] image of nature . . .
is the basis of strategies for the reinsertion of the natural environment into the design of the city”
(54).
In Men Climbing into Eternity (fig. 28), the environment is dull and moody. On the horizon,
a gathering storm sets up or designs a psychological stage for what the Italian atmospheric
philosopher Tonino Griffero calls “climatic atmosphere” (78). In philosophy, the idea of “setting
the stage” comes from Plato’s theory of mimesis and from Aristotelian composition, while the idea
of the representation of an environment as a part of nature harkens back to Kant (Böhme, Aesthetics
of Atmospheres 1). Historically, the primary human experiences of beauty and passion is
consciously or unconsciously enjoyed on the “stage of life,” so that when Plato banishes poets, he
does it knowing that the stage is where emotions get their expression in full glare of the city, which
then determines the character and morality of its citizens.
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Fig. 26. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. Men Climbing into Eternity.
2020. Strijdom van der Merwe, www.strijdom.com/ installations/.

10. Feeling: Affect
In A Theory of Feeling, Hungarian philosopher Agnes Heller argues that metaphysics has
not cherished feelings, emotions, and sentiments because they are not “pure.” They cannot be
bracketed as Edmund Husserl suggested since there is no proper scientific method to delineate
them from the self. Heller spends a great deal of time discussing the phenomenology of feeling,
defining it as involvement with ourselves and with others, or being involved with our environment
or the world around us (5, 11), an echo of Heidegger’s concept of Dasein as relational Being.
Through the idea of “otherness,” Heller charts a broad theory of feeling by suggesting our relations
can be with other beings, concepts, processes, problems, and situations. There is no way to exist
without relations, and every human relation is based on a feeling. There can be no perception
without feeling, no knowledge without feeling, and no recollection without feeling. To learn about
feeling is to control and express it, but that expression, in turn, renews the emotion.
In Fire Walker (2009) (see fig. 29), Kentridge has fashioned natural light, dull colors, and
space to create a work of art of contemplative beauty: a female walking away, gracefully, alongside
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her shadow, in a fleeting moment that suggests the event is happening on an early afternoon. We
can discern an atmosphere for the subject of the sculpture, created by the light and by the color of
the sky. Like the narrator in Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, the Fire Walker’s image
unleashes a stream of memories, in this case, for instance, of strong women who work daily in
South African cities to raise their families and those who did so in the past when their husbands
were away fighting against apartheid, as members of Umkhonto we Sizwe.48 She represents hope
since, as Achille Mbembe argues, “One can learn from the past. But the moral concept of duty and
responsibility, of obligation, flow directly from our understanding of the future [as well]. The time
for the future is that of hope” (92).

Fig. 27. Kentridge, William. Fire Walker. 2009, Johannesburg, South Africa. Art for
Global Justice, artforglobaljustice.files.wordpress.com/2011/07/firewalker1.jpg.

48 Umkhonto we Sizwe was the military arm of the African National Congress, the party of South African freedom

fighters.
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In discussing relational aesthetics, Heidegger posits that human beings can be authentic by
responding to their everydayness through tradition, recalling the past heroes of that heritage rather
than conforming to the diktats of the present. Works of art are neither equipment nor mere physical
objects, he argues. Their form of Being is to open up significant aspects of the world or, as in the
case of the Greek temple, to inspire understanding of nature (or one’s environment) and oneself.
There has been a long history of Being; in effect, a history of the ways in which the world has been
revealed and experienced by people, and that way is through relations. According to Heidegger,
Being references the way the world is revealed, the story of our forgetfulness of Being is also one
of forgetting essential relations, while, at the same time, forgetting the increasingly powerful stamp
of human ideas on how the world is being conceived (Being and Time 130).
At the 10th Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art in June 2018 where she presented her
installation Untitled (Of Occult Instability) [Feelings] (see fig. 30), the sculptor Dineo Seshee
Bopape explored the nature of being and thinking through literature and sound. The work, which
remains on her website, draws on Bessie Head’s novel—A Question of Power—about a woman’s
descent into insanity. Nina Simone’s 1976 musical performance of “Feelings” at the Montreux
Jazz Festival is included in the piece as an inquiry into mental instability that recalls the
intersection, or roundabout, between madness, the colonizer, and the colonized in the writings of
Fanon.
Bopape explains that since the video’s background is painted orange, she wants the room
to be wrapped into that color. As she assembles her installation, piece by piece, she is thinking of
mental instability, or a loss of one’s mental faculties, which is an ongoing theme in her work. She
draws from Gestalt psychology and especially from Fanon’s thinking on the causes of madness
among the freedom fighters in Algeria. Bopape wants to apply the experience of that era and place
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to the psychic disillusionment of today’s South Africans who are faced with a host of deep-rooted
social and economic problems. In other words, she uses our memory of the past to explain and find
meaning in our present conditions. As it happens, the Nina Simone video in her installation was
shot in the Vincennes Gardens, near Paris, where, to this day, one can find the ruins of what was,
in 1907, an exhibition to promote French colonialism that, in a vile or unconscionable manner,
included a human zoo. But Bopape is more concerned about the place of history in the present and
how our memory of this history affects the here and now.
Her monochrome artwork on view in a wide room, illuminated in an orange or blood
orange color, includes an arrangement of broken bricks evoking various states of ruin, along with
improvised bucket-fountains, and a framed playlist written on a paper napkin. The various
components of the show provide an interplay of art forms in a three-dimensional space aimed at
enveloping spectators and involving them in multiple stimulations. The light filters through
nanoparticles in the air that absorb some colors and allow others to pass through, altering the
viewer’s perception of the color patterns, and as a result, visual sensation evokes emotions in the
viewer (Shiota Interview).49 The warm mix of orange and cochineal colors in this art space is a
stimulus to pleasure and excitement.
Various civilizations throughout the world have associated these colors or light values with
power, especially in the work of J.M.W. Turner (St. Clair 94, 141 [2016]). In this context, however,
the viewer brackets his or her personal views and instead expresses truth through the felt body
(deriving from color, light, image, form, space, music, being, and memory). In cognitive terms,
the brain starts to pay more attention and memory becomes more accurate, which then allows for

49 Author personally interviewed Michelle Shiota, a psychologist at Arizona State University, who is an expert on

emotions, on Oct. 10, 2019 after her lecture at the New York Academy of Science.
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understanding to occur. The viewer feels quite small, relinquishing his or her ego, but is happy to
be part of something big, a worthy situation (St. Clair 94, 141 [2016]). Emotional affect follows
and meaning is reflected in the installation.

Fig. 28. Bopape, Dineo Seshee. Untitled (Of Occult Instability) [Feelings] 1. 2016. Photo:
Aurélien Mole. Palais De Tokyo, www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/dineo-seshee-bopape.

11. Social Context
This composition of video performance, sound, and arranged, red, broken bricks
establishes a dynamic relational condition that can be traced to the three-dimensional modes of
sound and space. This relational aesthetics―between sound and space―is the core of sound art,
and in this context, it is centered on the interaction of the mind and body with music, noise, and
silence, all of which may or may not be part of a performance or sculptural installation. As curator
Nicolas Bourriaud50 suggests, art takes as its theoretical horizon the realm of distant, face-to-face,
“eye to art,” or “eye to space” interaction and its wider social context. Relational aesthetics are not

50 Nicolas Borriaud—the French curator and art critic who co-founded the modern and contemporary art center

Palais de Tokyo in Trocadero, Paris—sponsored Bopape’s Untitled installation.
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only part of communication but also point to the radical political goals introduced by modern art.
Bourriaud puts it this way, “Art (practices stemming from painting and sculpture which come
across in the form of an exhibition) turns out to be particularly suitable when it comes to expressing
this hands-on civilization, because it tightens the space of relations” (14-15).
It is notable that sound is always in more than one place because it travels far, depending
on its intensity, and fills a space: that of a gallery, for instance, where it reverberates back and
forth. An acoustical event in a gallery or museum space suggests dynamism, where sound and
space are in a dialogue by expanding the source of the sound, as well as the initial point of attention.
The size, shape, and materiality of a room shapes the contours of the sound, sculpting or shaping
it through reflection and absorption, subtle echo, vibration, and diffraction. Meanwhile, sound
heightens the sense that a given space is beyond the scope of any one unified viewpoint. Sound
describes space from a multiplicity of locations and perspectives. The sound waves reaching the
ear are an analogue of the current state of the immediate environment, because as sound waves
travel, they are also charged by each interaction with that environment (LaBelle 469).

Fig. 29. Bopape, Dineo Seshee. Untitled (Of Occult Instability) [Feelings] 2. 2016. Photo:
Aurélien Mole. Palais De Tokyo, www.palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/dineo-seshee-bopape.
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The condition of light in Bopape’s Untitled (2016) is ambient, with the warmth of its
reddish color helping to manipulate the space and distort perspectival shifts to evoke a certain
feeling of uncanniness. Bopape’s Untitled (2016) is installed against the backdrop of an otherwise
illumined, fluorescent blood orange room, which, at once, turns the space, the materiality of the
bricks, and the monochrome image of a singing Nina Simone into a luminescent gestalt.
The artist’s room-sized work is designed, in part, to show us how light and space interact,
while its luminosity spurs us on to an explorative form of perception. A series of color effects
move through the eye and the retina into the optic nerve and the brain, the seat of perception (Birren
105-110). The eye opens, the perceiving mind lets go, and as the body begins to feel the space it
occupies, the rational brain shuts off to allow a sensuous and exciting effect. While ancient cave
artists may have experimented with rudimentary color and a color palette also featured
occasionally during the Renaissance, one of the most varied and widely known applications of the
science of color to art—via the use of synthetic pigments, such as viridian and cerulean—dates to
the era preceding the rise of the Impressionist school in France in the nineteenth century. “The
availability of some pigments and the introduction of others [for instance, by William Perkin in
1856] has helped to shape the history of art . . . Renoir . . . would later say that ‘without paint in
tubes there would have been . . . nothing of what the journalists were later to call Impressionists’”
(St. Clair 20-21).
Under this fluorescent light, a psychological give and take ensues between sight and
cognition and, before long, visual knowledge takes primacy over rational thought. The sensation
of being in a room where you see yourself―and others see the various parts of the installation―is
central to the show. The bright saffron color conveys the power and presence of the earth; it gives
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or “cedes” energy on all levels, connecting us to our physical body. Light and color, thus, become
a life force for art and the viewer, while light alone becomes insight according to Plato’s “Allegory
of the Cave”; its movement being a metaphor for the mind’s journey from ignorance to truth
(Herman 364). In the unified color scheme of Untitled (2016), not only is there an orange-lit (blackand-white) video of a singing Nina Simone and a similarly hued brick arrangement, but the show
also includes a number of deep-orange-lit minimalist sculptures from other invited artists.
Unlike a stone sculpture in Ayn Shams (“eye of the sun” in Arabic),51 Bopape’s
installation, no longer on view, does not have the benefit of permanence, yet it has (or once had) a
powerful sonic and light ambiance: the architecture of the room seals the space acoustically,
prompting a new social and sensual experience in the viewer-listener. The warm room regulates
and optimizes the psychic and physical conditions of viewing and listening in a way designed to
isolate the interior sonic environment from the noise of the outside world. And so, in that regulated
sonic environment, the intricate secret life of sounds within space, space within sounds, and sounds
within sounds can be revealed.
A soundscape is a perception of a confined view representing a portion of interior space
that seems worth viewing (or listening to) and draws attention to itself. It appears in our
consciousness (which, on its own, is a representation of itself) as a factual physical entity
constituted in our minds. A soundscape, heard and seen (on a computer dashboard), exists because
of human experience and consciousness. Like a soundscape, music, too, connects to the visible
human body (a musical embodiment that is central to one’s understanding of its agency). In an
installation, such as Untitled (2016), the artist works with light and space to assemble an oeuvre
d’art that creates an immersive environment using light and sound―and visible, tangible mass,

51 The city of Ayn Shams in Egypt is known as “Heliopolis” (of the “city of the sun”) in the West.
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such as arranged bricks and other sculptures―to evoke memories of a tussle or a frank dialogue,
perhaps, between the Dionysian force of chaos and the Apollonian spirit of harmony.
Bopape’s process of assembling Untitled (2016) mainly depended on memory and
imagination. Because memory is a repository for images of past events, images feed the memory,
while memory feeds the image. The act of imagining what might have happened in the past feeds
fables and stories of actual events passed down the family tree. In each instance, these experiences
are linked to consciousness because they are within the scope of the mind’s eye. The everconscious mind is where appreciation of art happens. Memory is an act of redemption since what
is remembered has been saved from nothingness, saved from the forgotten and the abandoned
(Berger 58).
Memory does not move in a single line but radially, with all associations leading to the
same event (Berger 64). In Critique of Black Reason, Mbembe, drawing from the Biblical story of
the exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt, compares memory to imagination en route to the new
radial center of both: the promise of freedom (93). Thus, whether recalled or foreseen, images
preserve meaning and offer appearances of more credibility since appearance is inherently visual
(Berger 53). Images of all kinds owe their ethical reputation to truth (Berger 58). As evidence of
their role in consciousness, images not only capture experience but also are “acquisitive of mood”
and, therefore, meaningful (Berger 53). The uncanny memory imagined in Bopape’s Untitled
(2016) is one that engulfs the viewer in a state of fear, capturing him or her in the vortex of a
nervous temporariness and, at the same time, in his or her own existential dilemma.
Dealing with the past is an immense undertaking, sometimes requiring a leap into the
unknown, of the kind Soren Kierkegaard metaphorically talks of as “birds of the air and lilies of
the field.” For that reason, while Bopape speaks of the complex and fluid tangle of history, her
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motive is to find a new language to discuss the crises of our time by recovering erased voices, to
rebuild a new space in the ruins, and to hope for a better future for humanity. As Benjamin argues,
to engage the past historically does not mean to understand it “as it has really been” (On the
Concept of History). To engage the past means to capture a memory as it flashes up in a moment
of danger; an orientation towards what Benjamin calls a hopeful “past future” rather than an
“oppressed past” (qtd. in Cutrofello 254). This moment of capture is a powerful recall of Bergson’s
élan vital or of Nietzschean self-affirmation in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Benjamin’s historical
materialism wants to arrest an image from the past as it presents itself to the historical subject,
unexpectedly, in a risky moment. For the same reason, Benjamin invokes an image, from Paul
Klee, of an “angel of history” who, facing the past, “sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet” (On the Concept of History). In order to rescue
an atmosphere of the past as it appears in memory, one has to question established versions of
history, the narrative driven by power (On the Concept of History).
Bopape often structures her visual narratives through the use of the material and the
immaterial. In Lerole: footnotes (The Struggle of memory against forgetting) (2017) (see fig. 32),
inspired by the writings of James Baldwin, she presents an installation that explores the African
revolt against colonialism. The constellation of artistic elements in Lerole stretches across the
entire surface of the galleries where it has been shown and includes bricks, gold leaf, ceramic
objects, wooden panels, brown earth, and sound recordings of bird calls and waterflow, as well as
smells that blur the boundaries between the material and the intangible. Hundreds of texts engraved
on small wooden boards document the resistance of African populations to their colonizers at the
end of the nineteenth century, and this work commemorates their heroic acts as individuals and
collectives, acts against imperialism that are forgotten by history.
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Yet, sound, too, is history, whether it be music or pure noise, music’s unwanted and
unattractive negation, against which it relationally exists. As Paul Hegarty explains, “Against the
backdrop of Enlightenment, and then Romantic notions of music and its place [in culture],
modernist thought about music tries to branch out, to address the world of sound and human
interaction with . . . or construction of that world” (Hegarty 5). In fact, both music and noise, due
to their sonic character, not only define one another but also human beings on the basis of where
they come from and by whom they are received, and based on whose story they tell, or history
they recount. And just as sound, music, and noise, human beings exist in a multiform relation with
one other, the phenomenology of sound is part of an intricate ecology that creates an atmosphere
human beings can experience collectively in specific settings.

Fig. 30. Bopape, Dineo Seshee. Lerole: footnotes (The struggle of memory against forgetting).
2017. Villa Next Door, villanextdoor.wordpress.com/2018/01/19/dineo-seshee-bopape-lerolefootnotes-the-struggle-of-memory- against-forgetting-witte-de-with-rotterdam/.

Bopape’s interdisciplinary practice cultivates sonic materiality via a successful
incorporation of sonic and visual arts while also drawing on materials and ideas outside the realm
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of sound. Although her Lerole: footnotes may seem to be nothing more than a visual and oral
history, it is a wise, grave, searing meditation on time, memory, and place in the form of a
monumental gesture commemorating acts of resistance against power. It succeeds in bringing to
life a variety of conditions of concern and stirs emotion by positioning its array of visible elements
in relation to an ambient aurality. Through deliberate arrangement, rearrangement, and
displacement of bricks, ceramics, turntables, earth, wooden panels, and gold-colored leaves, Lerole
explores political and cultural aspects of individual and collective freedom by examining such
issues as violence, oppression, exploitation, and insecurity. It succeeds in looking at these various
issues and conditions through the lens of individual memories, personal narratives, and historical
narratives. And, thus, it creates a multi-sensorial experience that blurs or erases the lines of
separation between the work’s material and immaterial aesthetic elements.
Lerole draws from mid-twentieth century history, particularly the story of anti-apartheid
activist Robert Sobukwe, who upon arrival at Robben Island Prison grabbed a handful of soil,
raised his fist, and saluted his fellow political prisoners in 1960. Bopape re-envisions the sculptural
installation each time it is displayed at various locations. The variety of media she uses envelops
the viewer in an activist, spiritual atmosphere while raising hard questions on the events that
shaped South Africa. A close examination of Lerole’s ceramic objects shows imprints of the inside
of a fist, a Bopape motif for grasping the invisible through mapping the void. The work also
highlights the role of earth, land, and soil―all conveying, perhaps, the collective memory of the
once natural world, the history of colonial land theft, and the tilling and impoverishing of the soil
since the arrival of the Dutch.
A strikingly colored Quetzal bird, with a red chest, a long white tail, and golden or lightgreen wings, accompanies the viewer with songs, an expression in nature of Nietzschean will to
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power. Legend has it that this avian, given to Dionysian impulse, often commits suicide in
captivity. A nimble flyer and diver that likes to revel freely in the air and one of the most beautiful
of all birds, the Quetzal is reclusive, often being found in cloud forests in the highlands where it
enjoys its freedom; it has a high, plaintive, and child-like call that, in this instance, echoes through
the gallery room. The bird calls, coupled with the sound of waves and water from all the seas and
oceans surrounding the African continent, situate the narrative geographically and metaphysically.
They also suggest an essential condition of human openness. The video of the Quetzal in Lerole:
footnotes recalls Homeric images of birds poeticizing the depiction of death and evoking the
futility of violence―in this case, the uninviting cycle of violence initiated by European
colonialism.

Fig. 31. Bopape, Dineo Seshee. Lerole: footnotes (The struggle of memory against
forgetting). 2017. a f a s i aarchzine, afasiaarchzine.com/2019/03/dineo-seshee-bopape/.

Performative memory is a repository of history and culture that has been used since the
time of the ancient Greeks by actors and rhetoricians who delivered crammed lines, prompted by
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mnemonics and floor engravings. The “stage” was not only physical but mental, containing scenes
alive with symbols (Yates 346-350).
In its Platonic form, the task of memory is to shelter the space of history (or the mind) in
the search for truth, to keep it in reserve as a place where the Kantian free play of imagination can
happen. As Paul Churchland suggests, the space of the mind “may . . . be plastic to varying degrees,
and may hold out the promise of an enormous range of conceptual and perceptual possibilities for
one and the same species of creature . . .” (2).
In the discourse of new phenomenology, spatial relations are implied, so while biology
should not necessarily establish the framework for anthropology, there is “something” about one’s
relationship to a sculpture that is different from one’s relationship to other artforms. In Being and
Time, Heidegger argues that “we obtain our concept of life [or a semblance of life, such as a
sculpture] through a ‘depotentiation’ of Dasein. Consequently, internal experience is crucial not
only in order to understand ourselves, but also to understand the rest of reality” (97). Thus, life is
all about the relations between our inner world and others (or the art of others), and between our
inner world and the environment (or the world as a whole).
Griffero and Böhme have done a lot to flesh out the aesthetics of atmospheres and aura in
recent decades, focusing on its indescribable character. This ontological “something” is a spatial
feeling that Böhme calls “more,” while Griffero refers to it as a “quasi-thing” (Böhme 14). In some
situations of this kind, this indefinable “more” or “quasi-thing” may be an “ambiance,” which,
based on its seventeenth-century French origin, operates within a milieu and implies
appropriateness, while taking the form of an envelopment in which the body fits in with its natural
or synthetic environment. The question, then, is whether, in one form or another, history can
manifest in ambiance or ambiance can reflect time through either history or memory.
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We start with the view that being as a form is not exhaustive. We are aware, though, that
this is different from Heidegger’s concept of Being since Dasein, in Heidegger’s ontology, is
supposed to be finite.52 Its finitude, as Jean-Luc Nancy argues, is spatial. The being that is not
obviously spatial is imaginary, though one can argue for spatiality there as well. The concept of
being opens up significant debate about aspects of the world due to its potential character,
including inspiring people’s understanding of the environment and of themselves. But as
Heidegger argues, the history of being is long; it is a history of the various ways in which the world
has been revealed to us and experienced by us, as living beings.
In Heidegger’s ontology, the idea of Dasein is often tied to the past and to memory, but
Paul Ricoeur goes further, by recognizing in it the past, present, and future. Senegalese philosopher
Souleymane Bachir Diagne explains that Bergson views memory not just as a retrieval of the past
but rather as an engagement with the present moment of our lives, while that engagement with the
present is, in turn, informed by the past, and, for Bergson la durée or duration means an
accumulation of time (Diagne Interview).53 With a nod to Ricoeur, Diagne then adds that “[t]he
past is not the only important thing to guide African creativity. We want to bring that past to the
creativity of the present, which then opens [up the way to] the future” (Interview). This is why
African sculpture is performative, for “it is in rhythm with the human body, which is connected
with [an] ambiance milieu” (Diagne Interview), at once linking the past, present, and future in the
manner of Ricoeur’s reading of Dasein.

52 Heidegger argues that the finitude of

Dasein is about its care and angst―the fact that we humans live in

anticipation of death.
53 Author interviewed Diagne at his Columbia University office in the summer of 2019.
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12. Individual: Subjective
The ambiance generated by the body’s interaction with a sculpture is different from an
aura. While “aura speaks to us from the object” as an external communication (Diagne
Interview),54 ambiance is an internal communication whereby the feeling is inside of us
individually even in art spaces such as museums that we patronize in coteries or en masse. In its
unique individual effect, ambiance differs from atmosphere, which is a set of external conditions
in which the viewers are enveloped as a collective rather than individually in spaces of particular
qualities. Writing about atmospheres, the philosopher Giovanni Piana claims that the feeling that
they create is one that is “around” us rather than “within” us (qtd. in Scassilo 111).
Atmosphere, with respect to art, is a collective feeling experienced by viewers, or a
saturated space of collective experience (Urbach 11-17). Art represents the true metaphysical
activity of human life, according to Nietzsche (31), and that activity is intuitive and driven by time,
particularly by our memory of the past. For Bergson, time is duration, an accumulation of
experience whereby a synthesis occurs from the combining of the past and present. While
reflecting on his having seen an “unvarying external object” (such as a sculpture) in Creative
Evolution, Bergson describes the nature of his mental state, as it advances, from moment to
moment, in “durée”:
The object may remain the same . . . nevertheless the vision I have of it differs from that
which I have just had, even if only because the one is an instant older than the other. My
memory is there [in the older instant], which conveys something of the past into the present.
My mental state, as it advances on the road of time, is continually swelling with the duration

54 During our discussions, Diagne emphasized this point as the main difference between ambiance and aura.
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[that] accumulates [within it]: it goes on increasing―rolling upon itself, as a snowball on
the snow. [This is still] the case with states more deeply internal, such as sensations,
feelings, desires, etc., which do not correspond, like a simple visual perception, to an
unvarying external object. But it is expedient to disregard this uninterrupted change, and
to notice it only when it becomes sufficient to impress a new attitude on the body, a new
direction on the attention. Then, and only then, we find that our state has changed. The
truth is that we change without ceasing, and that the state itself is nothing but change.
(Creative Evolution 2)
If that is how a sculpture installation like Bopape’s Lerole (the struggle of memory against
forgetting) impacts our bodies, then what happens to the past, or to memory and forgetting? Does
the sculpture capture activities of the past? The answer is yes. Nature is at the core of Bopape’s
artwork; water, plants, minerals, and other elements of nature are often animated and filled with
temporal or historical significance, or with meaning that is cultural, political, or economic. In
Bopape’s work, soil, as an essential foundation of life on earth, becomes part of a shrine that evokes
not only South Africa’s natural history, along with its violent past and its centuries of European
land theft, but also universal questions that are central to Bopape’s practice.
A key question is whether there is a feeling for each individual viewer of art (perhaps, in
the form of an installation). The idea that art represents life in the past and present is not in dispute,
but the issue is whether we can share the intimate, internal feeling generated by art with other
human beings accompanying us in the same setting, such as a museum or public exhibition. If we
do share this experience, then, ambiance in a way will become more atmospheric, since we will
also have a collective memory of the past at the same time as an individual one. There are “two
types of memory,” according to Ricoeur, since “remembrance . . . [is] organized in two ways”
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(Memory, History, Forgetting 393). I would add that works of art are also organized in at least two
ways to the extent that, first, they are cognitive creations―often evasive, their truth depending on
the gifts of the artist who reveals his or her “trueness” to us―and that, second, as works of art,
they are existential truths in themselves.
However, even as they are different from each other, both types of memory―individual
and collective―are “fractured by history” and it is in that respect that they “interpenetrate one
another” (Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting 393). In other words, they are part and parcel of
the relational aesthetics that is set out, step by step, in Heidegger’s interpretive phenomenology.
Yet, an interpretation is not scientific. It is skill, not science, that allows one to offset the lapse of
time and, thereby, enliven an event as historic as Nelson Mandela’s 1962 capture, which is recalled
by Cianfanelli―as a mirage―in the open-air commemorative sculpture Release.
Despite its historic nature, Cianfanelli’s Release ultimately shares the same existential
dilemma as Bopape’s Lerole for they both struggle with the unsureness of shared collective
memory reflected in a nervous temporariness―memory that rests on the back of an uncertain,
mirage-like imagery―in Bopape’s work title: Lerole: footnotes (the struggle of memory against
forgetting).
Ricoeur singles out individual and collective memory as being different from historical
memory, which is a narrative endowed with an official status by being taught in schools. This
history, with its dates, facts, names, striking events, important people, and holidays to celebrate, is
the evasive, readymade framework of one’s nation. Despite its apparent rigidity, this history is not
dead. Instead, it is malleable―as it is open to even more corruption than it, at times, now
represents. Although it is a preconceived remembrance after the fact, rather than an individual or
collective memory, this history is still a perceived history. Such a perceived history is represented,
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as an individual collective memory by the Release sculpture because it allows every visitor to
recapture the past―as transgenerational history―in his or her own way. Individual and collective
memories cannot escape choices made by their tale-tellers, witnesses, and recorders, and while
this gives the impression of agency to the griots, writers, and “quiet historians,” they are all, to a
degree, guided by the spirit and atmosphere of the era represented.
It is important to note that this analysis of history differs slightly from Ricoeur’s which
argues for a rupture between memory and history. Instead, Release embodies the feeling of history
and externality. Still, Ricoeur’s description of memory as “lived time within the vastness of cosmic
time” (394) is justified and supported by Heideggerian phenomenology. A sculptural memorial is
thus a space of history. The oracular alliance of history and memory in a sculpture creates an
atmosphere that can envelop the viewer.

Fig. 32. Jabu Parnell, Discoball X, 2018. Author’s photo.

Such a one-to-one alliance between history and memory is also formed in Bopape’s
installation Untitled (Of Occult Instability) [Feelings]), which includes shattered bricks and
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columns, along with water dripping into barrels and buckets, whose sound is modified by a mixer
to sound like drums. Also included in the installation is a music video performance by Nina Simone
in one corner and another video of an interview with Winnie Mandela,55 both of which express the
feeling of madness inherent in the experience of systemic oppression.
Bopape uses the themes of madness and oppression to probe more deeply into history and
ask what types of things, activities, and decisions have combined to set up South Africa’s present
conditions. Is there justice in a society that is still engulfed by domination in one form or another?
As Simone performed the song “Feelings,” Bopape told an interviewer, “I cannot understand the
conditions that produced a song like this. It’s like, all the drops, all the microaggressions that
saturate one’s emotion and psyche. And her emotional register in the song. In music it’s more
common to find musicians who are raw. But in visual art, it’s rare to find somebody breaking down
and crying” (qtd. in Thaddeus-Johns). Federica Scassillo is right that the “atmosphere . . . [in such
a work of art] is generated by the music and the situation narrated” (112).
With ferocity and elegance, Bopape’s project acts as a reminder of art’s colonial roots. Her
installation Untitled (Of Occult Instability) [Feelings] turns the gallery into a ruin: pieces of brick,
trash and buckets positioned to catch dripping water at certain locations in the room. Near the
entrance to the room, a ball of cardboard scraps hangs from the ceiling. This ball, titled Discoball
X (2018) (see fig. 34), is a separate piece by Jabu Parnell, another artist invited into Bopape’s
installation. It is an intervention into her work—she calls it “a quote”—that bears witness to the
history she is presence-ing―creating a certain ambiance, but so, too, ironically, an atmosphere of
a party in the aftermath of a grim, horrid event.

55 Winnie was the wife of Nelson Mandela until their divorce in the 1990s.
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Lit with a deep orange glow, the atmosphere in Occult Instability is stifling. It is a staged
demolition site, symbolic of a mental breakdown, while, at the same time, curating the collapse of
architectural, political, and colonial structures. Part of the installation is a video recording on a
small screen of Simone’s performance of “Feelings” at the 1976 Montreux Jazz Festival. By turns,
Simone seems naked, shattered, rapt, in tears, or theatrical, as if she were a ruin. As a performance,
it can be quite unsettling.
The dichotomy of the faceless gaze and the lived life of a black woman represents the
violence to which the world subjects those who are powerless. In contrast, in the other video of
Winnie Mandela, Bopape’s focus is the question of power, black consciousness,56 and the
violence-saturated situation in South Africa after the deadly student riots in Soweto in 1976. About
the psychological impact of power on ordinary people, Bopape explains,
It takes craziness, it takes being unbounded, to break up the saturation . . . I was thinking
about Bessie Head. She wrote a book called A Question of Power. Head was a South
African writer writing in the ’50s and ’60s [during] apartheid, with a white mother and
black father, when [one] was not permitted to exist as a person like that, at that time. It is
a maddening situation in itself. It is all those drops: saturation, the accumulation, when you
break free of the logic that imprisons you. When you realize the story is not true—you do
not have to be sane. (qtd. in Thaddeus-Johns)
According to this interpretation of the installation, the (female) subject of these events is spot on
in the middle of this situation, the milieu of madness and injustice. In this case, the atmosphere is

56 During the struggle against apartheid in South Africa, Steve Biko, a young black medical student leader, gave

lectures about black consciousness in a number of colleges and universities. His death in police custody in 1977
was the subject of the film Cry Freedom, based on a book by his friend Donald Woods.
Chapter Three: Earthiness
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saturated with unpleasant history and the installation memorializes that unfortunate past. Art is
teaching us how to feel and how to feel our own self by mediating our experiences of the body,
the psyche, history, and our surroundings. This feeling of depth is widened and deepened by the
acoustic quality of the building in Paris, the sonic ambiance of the video music performance and
the noise coming from the drum-like barrels and water buckets. Thus, the soundscape of the
installation can be considered as an acoustic space and a perfect case of sound atmosphere.
The question of sound atmospheres in Bopape’s work relates to the dimension of lifestyles,
understood as the generators of urban atmospheres (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 131). Her
stage set represents an urban environment filled with all sorts of social ills that one can witness in
Johannesburg, New York, or Paris. Moreover, as a film, the Nina Simone video has its own unique
quality of atmospheric aura despite its location within the installation project, which is why it has
attracted an adoring audience everywhere it has been shown. This production of atmosphere and
aura through the redefining of art as popular art is one of the key dimensions of Bopape’s aesthetic.
Although in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” Benjamin sought through
the concept of aura to demonstrate how the respect surrounding original works of art is diminished
by distance and copies, he advocated for a trade-off, being in favor of equity, wide access, and the
wide-scale distribution of the work and its copies. In fact, the avant-garde that he favored sought
to expel the aura of art’s originality by uniting art and life (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 14).
Though the loss of aura is often acute in ephemeral art, such as a music recital―when another jazz
artist from Lomé, for instance, is playing a song written by Cape Town’s Winston Mankunku―he
or she can “reinvest” the performance “with aura” (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 26), just as
Nina Simone does with the otherwise insipid pop song “Feelings,” written by São Paulo’s Morris
Albert.
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In this case, the Simone music video performance is taken not as a loss of aura but rather
as a special form of aesthetic work with the key function of mediating the encounter and response
to atmosphere in museums and exhibitions. The installation has the affective powers of
atmosphere, a magical bearer of spatial moods that “preserves these experiences only as a
background memory” (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 147). Music aside, the assortment and
arrangement of different artworks within the same Bopape installation—with its objects, sounds,
and deep orange lighting—help to create impressions that affect a particular mood which, in turn,
forms the atmospheric experience pervading the place.
What is crucial, though, is the ontology of the objects: the single property that defines them
all is their spatial quality, which is to say, not only how they radiate into space but also their other,
more subtle, or immediate forms of spatial aesthetics; for instance, the way that they reveal
themselves in the sensations as an awareness moving within the space of the felt body. Space is
not only constituted in consciousness, narrative, time, and memory. It is also an issue of matter,
including the atoms, eyes, and hands of the lived body. Merleau-Ponty views the body not just in
terms of one’s mental representation, but as a material thing of the natural world, one with a
distinctive intentionality that consciously engages with the world. The lived human body, which
is more than an object that responds to external stimuli, should be thought of in terms of its decisive
and focused engagement with the world—objects like sculptures respond to their environments in
different ways through subjective perception (Phenomenology of Perception 27).
Although the source of the activity of the “five senses” is both internal and external to the
viewer and not to the object, space is embedded in the presence and sensation of the body and the
presence of the object. An object like a sculpture or monument takes on all aspects of spatiality.
The transcendence of a monument as it appears in our vision is a matter of spatiality as well, one

154

that embeds itself in the monument. Such a sculpture is a work of art that is at work again and
again in the moment of its viewing. Therefore, monumental space is defined by texture and via a
signifying or representational practice (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 221), which is why a
monumental work is one that has a horizon of meaning.
This horizon is slightly different from “fusion of horizons,” a concept developed by
Gadamer and later reconstituted by Ricoeur from Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle; it refers to a
space of meaning that takes into account history, culture, and personal background. It is premised
on the idea that understanding entails a fusion of horizons in which one accepts the textual tradition
as authoritative. This fusion is realized in the human body. As Henri Lefebvre observes, “Space .
. . is first of all my body, and then it is my body’s counterpart, or ‘other’, its mirror-image or
shadow: it is the shifting intersection between that which touches, penetrates, threatens or benefits
my body on the one hand, and all other bodies on the other . . . [S]pace is actually experienced”
(qtd. in Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 184).
In Occult Instability, Bopape creates a new sound space: a mixed soundscape in which
Nina Simone’s harmonic music squares off against the drumming (noise) of barrels. As this
unforeseeable assortment of sound moves through the air and through its deep orange light, the
atmospheric effect disorients the viewer. Through its diversity, Bopape’s artwork lays bare and
enters conceptual spaces beyond those of the exhibition site; visitors to the installation can
experience something uncanny from these visual and sonic encounters and, become deeply
immersed in the psychic space of ambiance.
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CHAPTER THREE: Earthiness

Fig. 34. D.A.S.T. Arteam. Desert Breath. 1997, El Gouna, Egypt. Colossal, www.thisiscolossal.com/
2014/02/desert-breath-a-monumental-land-art-installation-in-the-sahara-desert/.

1. Water
As a land artist, Strijdom van der Merwe often uses materials found on site, where his
sculptural forms take shape in relation to the landscape. He is engaged in a process of working
with the natural world, shaping its materials into geometric forms until, little by little, they
assimilate, once more, into the ambient natural environment. He also uses materials from outside
the landscape in order to make a statement about the relationship between land and human beings.
Many of the installations are impermanent; they are only on site for a certain span of time. It is a
process that is poetic, as well as rebellious against his past as a graphic designer.
Success in land art requires love for the planet and being able to balance between its beauty
and fragility, as is evident, for instance, in Van der Merwe’s three helical or concentric works of
art exhibited at the 2020 Klein Karoo National Arts Festival in Oudtshoorn, South Africa (see fig.
35 and 36). This trio of landscape installations must be viewed as a trinity—or a holistic unity—
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and one’s perception of the trio may, in the end, take on a different form if one, then, views the
work against the backdrop of the changing climatic conditions across the continent, from Cairo to
Cape Town, that are now stirring concerns.
In Egypt, a one-million-square-foot land art installation dug and then piled up in the
Sahara Desert by a team of three artists in 1997 has become one of the largest and best-known
examples of land art. The helix of Desert Breath (see fig. 35) is a collaborative effort by installation
artist Danae Stratou, industrial designer Alexandra Stratou, and architect Stella Constantinides. In
a sense, it became a work of land art almost by chance since it was originally meant to be an
exploration of the idea of infinity against the backdrop of a desert. And yet, in a way, since the
idea of infinity on its own conjures, in space and in time, the limitlessness of human feeling about
the earth, Desert Breath, visible to the naked eye from a satellite in space, may be the quintessential
work of earth art. This assessment is hard to avoid in light of the land art’s ongoing affirmation of
the aesthetic of limitlessness, attained, at rare moments, in the Kantian sublime.
There is an apparent paradox in Desert Breath. On the one hand, it involved displacing
280,000 square feet of sand and creating a central pool of water. Yet, on the other hand, it
complements the idea pursued by Van der Merwe about the fragile and beautiful natural
environment. In the exquisite spiral land sculpture of Desert Breath, the experience of seeing water
in the Sahara evaporate at the center of a double helix, consisting of hollow sand cones carved in
the ground and elevated sand cones heaped above the ground, is likely to trigger an ambient
sensation.

2. Interspace
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The earth is much more than air and water. The air of a particular place is more than the
environment, while being more than a component of the atmosphere. This atmosphere is certainly
more than a mere layer of gases above the land surrounding the earth and retained by gravity. Both
in terms of its air and its tactility, the materiality of the earth, whether in the form of wind, water,
or soil, is more sensuously attuned and intense than any kind of audiovisual media. The earth and
its atmosphere enliven flora and fauna by creating air pressure that furnishes rain and water while
at the same time absorbing the warmth of the sun and its light.
The issue of atmospheres in the land art of Strijdom van der Merwe (see fig. 32) calls to
mind circumstances and scenic presentations57 that interact with the felt body via an emotion, a
psychic mood, or an “aural” experience filled with awe. At the center of the issue is ambiance, or
what some nineteenth-century French writers called our “ambient milieu,” an environment
reconstituted by Heidegger as Mitsein, a Being-with (or a ‘with-like’ Being-in-the-world).58 This
ambiance informs Van der Merwe’s three interactive installation sculptures that seek to engage, or
engage with, the communities around them. They are wide scale, geometric, and site specific.
That moment of engagement occurs in the interspace in which aura, ambiance, and
atmosphere can be experienced. Ambiance surrounds the audience, though less intensely than
atmosphere. Although it is similar to an atmosphere, ambiance is in fact tangential to air (or to
breath), yet it is also proportional to atmosphere in terms of the quality of the feeling it elicits in
us. Van der Merwe’s work has been able to demonstrate this interspace aesthetic since 1996 when
he started making land art. In recent years, he invited forty-six poets from South Africa to write

57 In Sculpture, Johann Gottfried Herder argues that sculpture is itself a presentation that embraces human beings

(45).
58 Heidegger’s ontology calls for a relational aesthetics of being-with.
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about air, wind, clouds, water, trees, mountains, and earth. The result is Haikoes (see fig. 33), an
installation of haikus printed on white fabric and then hung onto long “clotheslines” in the Karoo
landscape outside of Oudtshoorn, South Africa. As the wind blows the long Japonistic strips of
hanging cloth, the poems’ words and ideas waver, moving to and fro, over the landscape.

Fig. 36. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. Haikoes. 2011, Oudtshoorn,
South Africa. Strijdom van der Merwe, strijdom.com/land-art.

Atmosphere, meanwhile, is always going to be present regardless of its quality, whether
bad or good. Thus, in this open-air aesthetic, sculptural ambiance is an enhanced mode of human
spatial relations that elevates the earth and nature to a position that is central to metaphysical
questions about meaning and truth. It is not just an expression of the zeitgeist, but rather, a narrower
version of this zeitgeist that can be used to explain a transient feeling. Nature is the connecting
point that links everything together and embraces the body, like a sculpture does, at the level of
tactility and, to an extent, tacticity. Each of the ambient relational elements—nature, the body, a
sculpture—feel the other’s presence, simplicity, shape, and finitude.
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As much as the earth and the environment are aesthetic resources, they are also the setting
of certain artistic genres, sometimes creating an atmospheric variance, including ambiance. Best
understood in relation to land art or environmental art, these resources inspire and inhabit our
emotions and the ephemeral conditions of ambiance. To the extent that earth aesthetics strongly
focus on the relationship between humans and the ecosystem, they also foster conservation and
collective efforts against climate change. Ecology can be political, socioeconomic, and spatial.
When ecology is sustainable, it creates its own space and allows space to be understood in different
ways while potentially opening up opportunities for future research.
The connection between the earth, mood, and ambiance is everywhere in the natural world,
but it is more apparent, at times, in landscape art—in this case, either sited in a region in Africa
or informed by a culture that is linked to this region. Landscape art covers the aesthetics of the
environment: the artistry and beauty of the natural world as well as the emotions or feelings that,
as part of human nature, are associated with changes in climate. It also involves the altering of
gardens and landscapes to ensure their attunement with the subtle, yet unforeseen, needs of the
mind and body through a process of staging. It must be recognized that ambiance and emotion are
intangibles that do not lend themselves to tactility but that can be made to do so via the embodiment
of a three-dimensional sculpture.
The earth and its associated objects, such as land and the environment, are mediated by
materiality and perception, particularly in the case of artful landscaping and architectural
sculptures. According to Tonino Griffero, a landscape and its atmospheric affordances offer
themselves freely to the perceiver, but acts to constrain the “emotional disposition” of theor
perceiver from the outside (Atmospheres 61). Sculptures, especially the ones covered in this
chapter, can be “sublime and extravagant, awakening terror and awe” (Herder 91). Such keen
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feelings bring art to life, so that a sculpture, like nature, can be said to be an object “living with”
the living being who is genuinely receptive. Johann Gottfried Herder observes, “[T]he first
impressions made by art are awe, verging on terror, and [a] shudder, feelings which make the work
appear to move and come to life” (91). At this moment, art and one’s inner world are in a subtle
tête-à-tête with one another. This communicative symbiosis stirs emotion and ambient feeling.

Fig. 35. Nevelson, Louise. Mrs. N’s Palace. 1964–1977. The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/484216.

3. Assemblage
The palace is a place. A dwelling place. A place of power. A site and a space of relations.
A place whose standing and resilience will then foster the monarch’s own standing, or ability to
remain, in the midst of his or her people and be enveloped by them. The story I was told, once,
about the king of the Luo people around Lake Victoria is that on his throne in his palace, the king’s
voice would be expressive, rising, little by little, as it resonated during a public address.
Mrs. N’s Palace (see fig. 37), a black-painted, wooden sculpture that swallows the naïve
viewer in its “aural” and ambient experience, is typical of Louise Nevelson’s works of assemblage.
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Shuffling through history, piece by piece, the sculpture overcomes, or even, in a way, reassembles
us. Remote, abstract, primordial, high-handed, and intellectually stimulating, Mrs. N’s Palace is
part art part sociology; an art statement about human relations with nature, or with what surrounds
us, from moment to moment. Inspired by an abstract African style and built out of wooden pieces
that were made in different time periods (1964-1977), it is meant to move one back in time,
widening and reshaping one’s perception of art. Housed at the Met, the Nevelson sculpture, when
one walks around it and examines its individual elements, gives one the sense of being transformed
from a mere viewer to a participant in her story.
Mrs. N’s Palace is simple but also intricate in its construction. On the face of it, that seems
contradictory, yet should not. To begin with, it is made of more than a hundred assorted yet now
intimately linked objects. In that sense, it is quite clear that the sculpture at once draws on and
expresses Nevelson’s spirit and that of her city, a place she once called “my mirror” (Metropolitan
Museum of Art, “Mrs. N’s Palace”). In fact, this sculpture is the largest and most detailed work of
her entire career, and thus quite fairly, it seems, she now has her own inimitable “mark” (or
signature) incised all over the work, starting with the title. She is like the aesthetic empress of this
dark “palace” that is both environmental and monumental.
Nevelson is fascinated by wood boxes and ornaments, along with other debris from the city
sidewalk: spools, finials, and handles; chair legs, wall moldings, and the spindles from old
bannisters. Like the Calder of the Cirque Calder, Nevelson is good at doting on, and then arraying,
her found objects, one by one; yet, in her case, she then paints them a single color, until they can
ignore who they are and be reborn as emotional art. While the use of unwanted things is an avantgarde technique influenced by African aesthetics (for instance, in Kongo nkisi nkondi or in the
more recent work of El Anatsui), in Nevelson’s Mrs. N’s Palace, such wooden odds and ends
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make up the entire dark and box-like, chalet-sized work. In Ms. N’s new (and open) form of “black
box,” a harmonious cubistic relationship is what appears to have ushered in this new balanced
coexistence between humans, nature (wood and its environs), and art (things made of wood); and
this new coexistence is endless, natural, and unnatural at the same time.
In an introductory essay to Atmospheres and Environments, a book on Nevelson’s artwork,
the playwright Edward Albee writes that the cube, as a pure form, acquires transcendence in her
oeuvre, and she offers them in abundance. In the work of Nevelson, the cube is reductionist in
character, transforming details into a distilled abstract form. It can even translate nature, including
the environment, into a new, or newly reimagined megastructure, similar to the kind seen in Equal,
a recent imposing work by Richard Serra, which was exhibited in 2019 at the MoMA in New York.
“Nevelson feels that she began making her ‘worlds’ as an alternative space, so to speak, to
create for herself a fathomable reality in the midst of the outside chaos,” writes Albee (30). For
this reason, Nevelson conceives and executes exhibitions of her “constellations” of painted wood
as complete environmental installations (Albee 9):
Numerous pieces of sculpture were arranged in a gallery space according to the underlying
theme . . . each exhibition was given a single unifying title, and although individual works
were independently titled, constructed and placed, the goal was a single atmospheric
installation. These thematic installations were planned to be environmental in the
architectural sense and designed so that the sculptures physically surrounded the viewer
and often made use of all the available space. The installations also created distinct
atmospheres that could be perceived, rather than viewed, by the spectator. The vast
accumulations of painted wood fragments—boxed, stacked, and hanging—coupled with

163

dramatic lighting and deliberate positioning, created tangible auras of mystery, reverence,
and wonderment. (Albee 9)

There is a compositional sense to most of her work because she often designed installations with
Mrs. N’s Palace as the main centerpiece, creating a new environment from numerous sculptures
assembled in one exhibition space, while grouping an assortment of new elements together for the
first time. The Palace is a structure, with a decorated interior and exterior; the entire piece having
been constructed so it will remain a lasting and independent environmental sculpture. Moreover,
its decorated walls are themselves an accumulation of numerous, black-painted wood pieces. Her
sculptural assemblage, here, is an anthology of ideas, forms, symbols, and moods that the artist
has explored for over twenty-five years (Albee 11). She thinks through the concept of space, well
aware that in a three-dimensional world space is complex and (presumably) infinite, so that when
one puts another object (or ambiance) into a space, one ends up creating an entirely different space.
Space has an atmosphere. It also sometimes represents a place. What one decides to put
into space will thus influence one’s thinking and awareness in terms of its size, form, and color
(Albee 161). Nevelson notes that, “If an object is in the right place, it’s enhanced to grandeur.
More than that, it pleases the inner being and that, I think, is very important” (qtd. in Wilson 161).
In her oeuvre, that equals harmony and ambiance (Albee 161), with the latter essentially being
spatial. As Edward Casey argues, “[W]e are the place we occupy, however briefly has everything
to do with what and who we are (and finally, that we are)” (xiii). In other words, both imagination
and memory are also spatial.
Assemblage is important as it represents an artistic vision and may very well be a
macrocosmic projection of the artist. In an exhibition by Nevelson, each sculpture becomes a unit
in the larger design of her atmospheric work, while the entire ensemble is made to assume an
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expressive power greater than, yet also directly related to, the essential sculptural idea which
animates Mrs. N’s Palace.
This power is also spatial. Of a place or site when it is inhabited by an artwork, Casey
writes, “Place ushers us into what already is: namely, the environing subsoil of our embodiment,
the bedrock of our being-in-the-world . . . place subtends and enfolds us, lying perpetually under
and around us. . . . By being in place, we find ourselves in what is subsistent and enveloping”
(xvii). An inquiry into the phenomenology of ambiance requires that we excavate the site, or its
“subsoil,” deep down to the time of its origin, or history, when it is nascent: for instance, that of
the initial ambiance for the first homo sapiens in East Africa twenty thousand years ago as they
waded into the Omo River and dove for shellfish . . . the sun, the coolness of the river water, the
water drops on their face and skin, the scent of the shellfish, the shared joy of finding the shells in
the river mud, and the initial reward: the taste of a shell’s raw meat while one is still in the water,
with one’s feet wet.

Fig. 36. Kingelez, Bodys Isek. Ville Fantôme (detail). 1996. Photo: Maurice Aeschimann. New
Yorker, www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/06/04/the-utopian-vision-of-bodys-isek-kingelez.
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From time to time, there can be a presence of the sacred in architecture in such a way as to
remove the very notion of the secular as a category (Baggini 147). Based in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, the artist Bodys Kingelez considers modern architecture as important as
religion. He makes arresting and inventive, varicolored sculptures of imagined buildings and
megacities that reflect his dreams and those of his country, his continent, and the world (Suzuki
14-15). Kingelez’s model designs, which he calls “extreme maquettes” (Suzuki 21), are intricate
miniature architectural sculptures that offer whimsical, utopian models of a more inviting and
harmonious society in the future. While each maquette of Kingelez is “a sketch, a scale model, or
preparatory study” (Okeke-Agulu, “On Kingelez’s Audacious Objects” 33), the “extreme
maquette” establishes his urbane yet childlike art as an engagement with conceptual processes that
are contingent and that, at the same time, are the condition of a pure evanescent possibility at the
moment that it is uncovered.
In 2018, at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, a retrospective of Kingelez’s work
entitled Bodys Isek Kingelez: City Dreams showcased his masterpiece sculpture Ville Fantôme
(1996) (see fig. 38), a miniature city that brims with a mix of sloping and layered, arcing and
angled skyscrapers, as well as smaller yet no less inventive buildings. The architect David Adjaye
believes the model only shows the viewer “a psychic space” (Adjaye 41), filled with excess, which
then defines ambiance as the new ‘artifice of comfort’ rather than a source of fulfillment deriving
from the beauty of nature or a new man-made environment. Instead of creating a design, here,
either in the name of unique innovation or an aesthetics of nature, Kingelez tries in his art to offer
a more toy-like, or Léger-esque, postmodern opulence and to evoke some of the negative aspects
of modernity.
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The MoMA show featured a virtual-reality experience that was interactive, allowing
viewers to explore his sculptures. In another intricate cityscape Kimbembele Ihunga (1994) (see
fig. 39), Kingelez reimagines his home and his rural village as a technologically advanced modern
metropolis, complete with banks, skyscrapers, restaurants, a stadium, a train station, and a
shopping center. Now and then, in Kimbembele Ihunga, he evokes his own iconic work Stars
Palme Bouygues, while, at the same time, arraying his fluted trees and his open geometries in a
kind of self-portrait (Suzuki 26). Like Ville Fantôme, this maquette also represents an elusive
imagining: the city that might arise, inconceivably, after his village disappears (Adjaye 41).
In appearance, the artist’s maquettes evoke ambient feeling of being hospitable, so much
so that one begins to forget that they depict palatial fantasies and not the life circumstances of any
of us in Africa, Eurasia, or the Americas. The inventively colored buildings are stunningly varied:
sky high, tiered, and serpentine, pinnate, finned, and scalloped. There are colonnades and grand
staircases in Kingelez’s work, along with clever decorative grids of stripes, circles, diamonds,
stars, and floral motifs. A master colorist, with a palette at times rooted in the red, yellow, and
green of the national flag of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kingelez’s use of hues in any
given piece is symphonic, creating blended harmonies that unite a disorderly form. One sees the
work immediately as an orderly composition, although hours might be spent in trying to absorb
the details (Schjeldahl).
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Fig. 37. Kingelez, Bodys Isek. Kimbembele Ihunga (detail). 1994. Photo: Maurice Aeschimann.
Artsy, www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-finally-notice-bodys-isek-kingelezs-utopian-vision.

Kingelez’s models depict imaginary buildings and cities in a perfectly integrated mixture
of modern, postmodern, and invented styles by using colored paper, card stock, and plastics with
occasional urban waste and debris: for instance, soda cans, bottle caps, and plastic packaging. His
models are vibrant and ambitious architectural sculptures created from a range of everyday
materials and found objects, meticulously repurposed and composed. While the sculptures
continue to explore questions about urban growth, economic inequity, and the rehabilitative power
of architecture, there is a lack of focus on what is now becoming the more and more essential
ecological purpose of art, architecture, and city planning. Instead, Kingelez only admits that “art
is a high form of knowledge, a vehicle for individual renewal that contributes to a better collective
future” (Suzuki 21).
One of the critiques of Kingelez is that if he looks at sculpture as a philosophy and as a
way of life, a “creative and constructional process that could someday culminate in a building” as
he puts it (qtd. in Okeke-Agulu, “On Kingelez’s Audacious Objects” 33), then why not promote
sustainability or some other sensible or holistic ecological concept? “There is a looseness in the
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way [his] works are assembled . . . that allows us to approach them as concepts or images rather
than [as a] depiction of reality,” writes Adjaye (39).
Kingelez’s conceptual mimicry is historical. He has opted for a modern version of the
Oscar Wilde dandy aesthetic. A member of the Congolese Society of Ambiance-Makers and
Elegant People, he often announces his presence by dressing up excessively or flamboyantly, a
quality that, at the same time, seems to influence his art. According to Adjaye, “He seems to have
understood that buildings have a layered presence and make use of exaggerated systems. This is
very much a forest language: the use of exaggerated systems to deal with extremity” (40). Yet, the
reality is that his model cities might devastate natural forests, since each new plan for a city or a
new urban district is part of a wider, natural and cultural ecosystem to which the artist or the
architect then makes his or her own changes or additions, thereby, at times, undermining any
remaining sense of holism (Adjaye 40).

Fig. 38. Kingelez, Bodys Isek. Kinshasa la Belle. 1991. The Met, www.moma.org/
collection/works/ 223287?artist_id=68319&page=1&sov_referrer=artist.
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Analyzing one of his urban models Kinshasa la Belle (1991) (see fig. 40), Zachary Small
argues that by integrating the real with the imagined in his city maquettes, Kingelez works toward
a landscape of unity or a world without boundaries (Small). It is a festive, or high-spirited, world
with intricate visuals of an Afrofuturist utopia just beyond the horizon. Kingelez once wrote that
a nation unable to make models is also a nation unable to live and understand things (qtd. in Small).
But looking at his models, one gets the impression he may not have been taking his own advice.
Ville Fantôme (1996) is the outcome of a mixed tradition of PoMo and outlandish pop art,
skyscrapers and chic car parks, onion domes and leaf shapes, and artful skyline pastries in a new
or newly impish “A Coney Island of the Mind.”
The virtual reality component in the MoMA show (March 26, 2018, to January 1, 2019) is
a logical extension of Kingelez’s sculptures and it translates his exuberance into a quirky video
game aesthetic. For the viewer, it creates an atmosphere of hospitality.
The maquettes embody the movement of stylish extravagance by the Kinshasa elite that
began around a century ago, yet they might now be from anywhere in sub-Saharan Africa.
Although initially Congolese in origin, the philosophical concept of la Sapé—which is tied to
mannerism and fashion, to refined elegance or the good feeling of being wrapped up in fine
clothing—spread throughout Africa during the 1920s and is still evident today. According to
Didier Gondola, the Sapé movement started in the twentieth century among “houseboys” who were
inspired by, yet wanted to violate, the fashion taste of their colonial masters in Kinshasa and
Brazzaville (Gondola 156-173).
Although it started as a fashion movement, la Sapé (the Society of Ambiance Makers and
Elegant People) became more smartly attractive because of its symbolism of defiance of social
order—a protest by “social lessers” until anticolonial ideology then began to play a part in it during
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the Congo’s struggle for independence in the 1950s and ’60s. By the 1970s, the Afrobeat musician
Papa Wemba59 became one of the artists philosophizing about smart dressing. In 2018, the
American rapper Kendrick Lamar released a music video “All the Stars” featuring an assortment
of sapeurs. In line with the elegant dandyism of la Sapé, Kingelez’s flamboyant and varicolored
maquettes are part of the same golden thread weaving through the African cultural fabric of today,
defining one of its more festive or utopian aesthetic contours, yet, without being genuinely
concerned with creating a better ecological art model. This is how the art critic Okeke-Agulu
describes Kingelez’s work:
The works exceed the bounds of both sculpture and architecture; they are symbolic texts
on the state of our own global, postcolonial world. Not only do Kingelez’s sculptures and
writing [on sculpture] reify each other, but the sculptures, by themselves, play with visual
and [textual] syntax in such a way that they become hybrid image-texts—a conflation at
once . . . compelling, complicated, and alluringly inarticulate. Yet, if Kingelez’s works are
to be read in this way—and here I am thinking specifically of Achille Mbembe’s
description of the image as always [being] a conventional comment, the transcription of a
reality, . . . a vision, or an idea into a visible code that becomes, in turn, a manner of
speaking of the world and inhabiting it—what [then do Kingelez’s works actually] reveal?
What does he communicate through them? A full understanding must await a more
extensive analysis. In the meantime, we [now] see him deploying his works as coded texts
that run the gamut of political commentary, philosophical rumination, environmental
ethics, architectural critique, and more. (“On Kingelez’s Audacious Objects” 34)

59 Wemba was a Congolese music icon who along with Nigerian singer Fela Kuti pioneered

Afrobeat, a blend of
African, Cuban, and Western sounds that became one of Africa’s most popular music styles. He was sixty-six years
old when he died after collapsing on stage during a live concert in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, in 2016.
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Kingelez’s creative sensibility reflects the character of the wider imaginative field of artistic,
cultural, and ecological vision and innovation on the continent of Africa. In turn, the multihued
drama of his art now also colors the contemporary practice of other African artists, while the
elegance of his way of dressing (along with the “window dressing” in his cityscapes) is reminiscent
of the fashion sense of the sapeurs. The ambiance Kingelez seeks to create through his elated and
immoderate use of color is, in some respects, a genial ambiance of social belonging in Africa’s
new cities, where the flash and the spotlight animate those who live and work there, rather than it
being, instead, an ambiance of concern with the aesthetics of nature, which is more likely to be
associated with the more thinly populated countryside.

Fig. 39. Rahmoun, Younes. Ghorfa #1. 2006. Younes Rahmoun,
www.younesrahmoun.com/portfolio/works/ghorfa-1/.

172

Fig. 40. Rahmoun, Younes. Ghorfa #7, Al-Ana/Huna. 2010. Younes
Rahmoun, www.younesrahmoun.com/portfolio/works/ghorfa-7/.

4. Odor: Sphere of Ambiance
Nature is suffused with a variable rhythm and color palette. Much like the mission of
Gerhard Richter, Younès Rahmoun’s project is a quest for a universal aesthetic of colored space;
yet, unlike Richter’s rendering of colored abstraction, for instance, in Krieg (or War, 1981),
Rahmoun engages directly with the natural world, while his colored work, unlike Gerhard’s, is
not, in part, “slyly emotionless,” even while being, at the same time, expressive.
In his native Morocco and in Europe, where he frequently travels, Rahmoun finds a way to
share his space of Sufi meditation that crisscrosses an array of cultures and inspires individual and
communal introspection, along with a wordless, interior contemplation of the unsayable.
Rahmoun’s Ghorfa #1, Al-ana/Huna (2006) (see fig. 40) is his reimagining of the space
underneath a flight of stairs in his home, an intimate space where, in this artwork, figures shadowed
on a background of green-colored light seem to outline what resembles a character from Barrie’s
Neverland. When he was at home in his tiny private space under the stairs, Rahmoun would
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meditate and then create his art in the “here and now” (or “huna w al-anu,” an Arabic idiom that
is echoed in the title of this piece). Then, later, as a mature artist, through this same meditative
spirit, Rahmoun would begin to invite the viewer to confront a hard exterior in an unending
dialogue between him (the artist) and his audience. This space of receptive aesthetic dialogue,
which Rahmoun has created many times in different cities around the world, is really that of a
series of seven studio installations, numbered 1 through 7, each of them having the name Ghorfa,
which, in Arabic, means a “room” (or, perhaps, for the artist, a vaulted room used by the Berbers
to store grain in the Maghreb). Each of the seven Room sculptures—made, each time, with
materials found on location—is an eloquent example of an art form that connects to the
surrounding environment as a space of dialectics or artistic contemplation.
In other locales, such as the Netherlands, which has long been threatened by sea level rise,
Rahmoun was inspired by the dire climate forecasts, so he designed little rooms, box-like spaces
made out of tin, wheels, and painted wood, that he placed in parks and other landscapes in which
one can meditate or hear one’s own thoughts. These are spaces of refuge, where one can go to
“retire” and quite literally disconnect from the tainted outside world of CO2 and toxins—or even
ignore the imminent arrival of the zero hour and, thus, create one’s own time, story, and history.
Rahmoun’s spaces of refuge can also be moved, at will, by a non-polluting form of transportation:
a bicycle. Thus, by powering his work with only legs and a pair of wheels, he will not be adding
further to our greenhouse gas emissions.
Ghorfa #7 (2010) (see fig. 42) in Cameroon is a tiny wood house with a fluted iron roof; it
rests on a platform on top of nine stilts in a mangrove on the Wouri River, on the edge of the port
city of Douala. This wetland on the Wouri supplies the locals, who are often undocumented, with
the fish, water, and ecosystem services needed for survival; yet the mangrove, here, is also
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threatened by flooding, and so the fragility of life and the inescapable need for coexistence between
humans and their natural surroundings are both implied in Rahmoun’s sculpture. To enter one of
these small box-like studio houses is to be enveloped in a space of contemplation and to encounter
an atmosphere that also offers insights into the resilience and sensitivity of the natural
environment.
Through an open-air installation such as Ghorfa #7, Rahmoun is part of a growing number
of artists dealing with space, ambiance, atmosphere, and climate change. The changing local
conditions, here, which are now being caused by human action or inaction—for instance, the
wildfires, now occurring on a widening scale and undermining, at present, “the rainforest and
cloud-forest of Central and Sub-Saharan Africa” (Casey xxix)—are surely of concern to everyone,
especially artists, who often seem to act as the conscience of the community. Space is key here
because it is the locus of organic relations, while space and the earth are now, quite often, at the
center of the new aesthetic theory of sculptural landscape.
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Fig. 41. Diba, Viyé. Nous sommes nombreux et nos problemes avec [We Are Numerous and So Are Our Problems].
2008. Ọfọdunka, chikaokeke-agulu.blogspot.com/2011/01/environment-and-object-recent-african.html.

The artist Viyé Diba views the environment through the lens of his own experience and his
life in Senegal (Casey 222). His installation We Are Numerous and So Are Our Problems (2008)
(see fig. 43), like Rahmoun’s Ghorfa #7, also focuses on the issue of scarce resources, especially
on the feeling of being squeezed. Without it being pedantic, We Are Numerous is a mixed media
installation in which the viewer must navigate through the densely layered reality of Dakar. Many
photographs of overused—or overfilled—urban spaces taken across the city of Dakar are arranged
into grids along the adjacent walls (Casey 224), and the ecological grid then symbolizes a relational
city, one that is comprised of a network of “rhizomatic” links that bring living things and their
environment together. In their writing, Deleuze and Guattari use the concept of the “rhizome”60 as
a thought image, but it is also an image of connection, in this instance, between human beings and
their ecology, at once, natural and unnatural. Writes Matthew Ally, “All is related in the active
and transitive sense” (505). In other words, while the litter and aesthetic chaos are evident and may
even be quite willful in We Are Numerous, at the same time, there is a certain order, either in, or
underneath, the apparent disorder.
This seeming contradiction is a part of, or underlies, the Deleuzean ontology of networks,
the idea that relations are invisible structures embedded in social thought. The installation uses
street litter of various kinds to create a room-sized model of an urban environment where the
landscape is so full of dirt that movement through an “open” space that is “more or less clean” is
almost impossible; thus, people are forced to step over litter and cover their noses to escape the
odor. And yet, any removal of the dirt or litter, even minimal, begins to expose the beauty

60 For more on the concept of the “rhizome,” see Deleuze and Guattari 3.
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underneath, which then becomes a call to action to save the earth from urban waste, toxins, and
toxic throwaways. This is a case of spatial relations in which, day by day, a culture of excess
consumerism begins to wreck the environment, if it is not renewed, time after time, by restoration,
recycling, and spring cleaning. Viyé Diba’s installation embodies this idea.
Ecological thinking, as a structure of relations, has to be holistic and creative, since
ecology, at the most basic level, is about interrelatedness (Ally 506). At the core of this relationship
is what could be termed an equation that defines the “sphere of ambiance,” which may be
indicative of the scale or effect of ambiance. Based on Ally’s theory, the numerical expression of
ambiance is an average of values on the X-axis and Y-axis.
Ally61 is persuasive in arguing that ecological thinking, based on the relations between
oneself and other things, can furnish one with the best tools for making sense of the world and its
problems today. These relations constitute an awareness, attunement, or imagining, through
tactility, of the space of one’s body. In their entirety, as a holistic ensemble, these relations are
what Ally calls existential ecology (6). They exist between the world and one’s body. As he
acknowledges, there are, of course, other ways of thinking, some that are better, or that, in the
future, may turn out to be better, but at this point the best of our limited resources should likely be
spent on ecological thinking. Ally sees these relations from the point of view of Sartre. Sartre also
gives ontological priority to human existence and its effect on nature. From the beginning, this
mode of thinking is then able to furnish us with an existential argument for the human role in
climate change. Likewise, the philosophy of existence, in Heidegger, promotes an ethos of care
about the world and the environment.

61 Matthew Ally is a professor of philosophy at the Borough of Manhattan Community College.
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5. Sculpted Ambiance
When Paul Klee discovered the joy of making figures out of plasticine clay, he said that
“as far as sculpture is concerned, for now it remains the perfect art” (qtd. in Friedewald 27)—
perfect because the sculpted space is always occupied. That space exists in the moment and
receives its character from enclosing a new object in the world, which can also be said to give a
form not just to that now sculpted space, but to what Böhme calls, evocatively, the “more” in
reference to aura and the “in between” in reference to atmosphere (Böhme 1, 6). Thus, the priority
that New Phenomenology gives to aura, ambiance, and atmosphere seems to offer us a perfect
model for the analysis of ecological art, as I now will try to illustrate in the inquiry that follows.
Ecological art, whether or not existing in the moment, is an art that helps one to
comprehend fully and through the felt body one’s natural surroundings, yet it may contain
imaginary thought (Hill 198). The tactile space of “in between,” as Böhme suggests, is a space of
feeling that marks a demarcation, or contour, that of the end of one’s body and the beginning of
the world (or the environment) and the physical objects surrounding one’s body. From an
existential point of view, it is, as Jean-Luc Nancy suggests, a space of finitude for the human being,
but it is also one where the senses operate—senses of touch and smell are relevant when one is in
a pristine or polluted environment—and mediate perception of the world.
Nancy’s consideration of how the senses relate to the world introduces the pedagogy of
sense to our aesthetic discourse. Nancy argues in The Sense of the World that no meaning is
obvious since reality is not well-defined, and he views “sense,” “being,” “existence,” and “the
world” as individual and absolute fragments of a whole (40-41). He draws, at the same time, from
the Hegelian idea of Spirit and the hermeneutical ontology of Heidegger to assert that art
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epitomizes the spirit of freedom. For Nancy, all established or preconceived meanings must be
reassessed, time after time, and, as we define “the world,” we must be open to new possible
meanings.
If we take the world to mean human experience, then we must agree with Nancy and
Heidegger that the “lived experience” of being is primarily determined by meaning and sense
relations. For us, though, the world and ‘sense’ are inseparable. The best way to characterize this
notion so that it is easily understood is to think of the individual existing within, enveloped in or
wrapped up in a community, or in the milieu of a social environment. That, in a sense, is also how
we relate to the world of which we are also a part. Thus, each of the five senses, being only a part
of the body, is separate, fractal, and absolute, which defines their finitude. Sense and the senses
may constitute or even determine our “being-in-the-world,” which is a fundamental characteristic
of Heidegger’s Dasein. With this in mind, the ontological question of what is meant by “the world”
and how it is constituted by the senses should not be confusing to us any longer in a
phenomenological inquiry.
Nancy argues that any thought about sense has to bridge the divide between “being” and
“the world” by means of sense relations. Through this understanding we can inquire into the
ontological status of that spatial “something,” sculpted ambiance and then consider the sense
relations as happening in this ambient space between people and their environment. Signifying
this ambient feeling is possible through art, which can reorder the sense relations mediating
perception. Art represents action, which creates the world, first, by outlining the contours of finite
spaces. As the creation of an artist who brings a world into being by way of an image that expresses
an idea—which, then, in turn, orders meaning—art is the ground of its own possibilities and, thus,
it is in “a position similar to that of truth: the sensuous presentation of truth” (Nancy 134).
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In The Ground of the Image, he offers us an even better exposition of his thinking on art.
Nancy identifies art as an important illustration of a different kind of ontology—one that embodies
a new phenomenon and, at the same time, represents a transition from art as “poesis” to art as
“sense” inhabiting the body and the sense relations (implied or perceived) that we have within us
and with the world. By understanding these relations, we can improve our care for the environment.
In addition to being part of the natural and social, these relations are intertwined with the
environing spatial atmosphere. As Boris Friedewald suggests, “The everyday environment
provides an excellent opportunity to recognize ourselves as engaged actors who dwell in the world
as a significant whole” (50).
Space, particularly ambient space, consists of more than the points within it at which any
objects are located. It also a time zone of belonging and moments of relational activity. Time and
space are linked, and, thus, moment to moment, an ambient space is a space of favorable
perception. This positive quality differentiates ambiance from atmosphere while drawing each of
them closer to aura.62
In We Are Numerous and So Are Our Problems, Diba wants the viewer to step through the
urban mess caused by our current consumer culture, with its associated excess and urban density
becoming harder and harder to ignore. Yet, as is often the case, people simply avoid stepping on
the red, white, and yellow plastic bags that have been used only once to hold everything from food
to household items and are now scattered all over the pavement. Diba will not let us ignore
anything but rather wants us to participate in cleaning up the space around us. Thus, as citizens,
we may need, now, to reflect on the situation that is beginning to envelop us. Across the continent

62 Benjamin is not a critic of aura, as commitment art and reproduction can offset the loss of aura from the

standpoint of Marxist materialism. Adorno, however, champions aura but not committed art. See Morton 168.
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of Africa, for instance, city dwellers are increasingly being stifled by excessive traffic, litter,
growth, and poverty, which, one by one, are creating an ‘atmosphere’ that can sicken the mind and
body.
We Are Numerous is the essence of staging in space, in this instance, through the
installation of photos, paintings, sculpture, and found objects. Diba’s work responds to the waste
embedded in an economic system that uses so much plastic, and in which city life has now
packaged humans as consumers (deSouza 223). Open spaces are declining amid the upturn in
population, so people are increasingly bound to share resources (Morton 223) and to relate with
each other even more, with the potential to either create or avoid social conflict. It is quite possible
that we, in our relations with one another, will have to accommodate urban refuse. But while
ecological aesthetics support the concept of relations and shared spaces, Diba does not like the
downside of such a development. “The artist became concerned with the role that population
density played in the 1994 genocide of the Tutsi population [in Rwanda] . . . it was the equivalent
[there] [of] fitting the entire population of Senegal into Gambia” (Morton 223).
The space of the cityscape in Diba’s We are Numerous allows for a coexistence of order
and disorder, though it leans towards the latter and seems to require an ecological choice. In a
sense, viewers of this work are being asked to choose timely―or even immediate―solutions to
their problems based on their experience, here, of the Dakar cityscape. In essence, the excess of
dirt and air pollution comes from within and without: we are all to blame for it. It is an atmosphere
that may not be healthy, but it exists everywhere and now often visibly envelops contemporary
city life. As Edward Casey suggests, “Atmospheric envelopment is not just a matter of scientific
fact but is a felt presence, as when we sense ourselves [being] surrounded by a moist and closely
fitting mass of air. To this air, we often ascribe special ‘atmospheric effects’” (220). Atmosphere
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surrounds and defines each open-air space, in such a way that by its enveloping character it can
even become the “air” of a given place, which can then be “remembered in terms of its endemic
air,” or its “enveloping-pervading atmosphere” (Casey 220). Equally, at this point, in the city and
countryside, atmosphere is quietly―by degrees―becoming the go-between of the entire “wild
world” (Casey 222).

Fig. 42. Anatsui, El. Coal Pot. 2006, University of Kentucky Art Museum, Lexington, Kentucky.

El Anatsui is a respected contemporary artist from Ghana who often works with recycled
objects or materials, or with the earth as his canvas. For him, found objects and things from the
earth are powerful vehicles for the expression of care for the environment and for the exploration
of form and memory.
For instance, Anatsui’s Coal Pot (2006) (see fig. 42), made of steel and dark coal, was
created to explore phenomenological space. Now in the sculpture garden of the University of
Kentucky Art Museum, Coal Pot testifies to Anatsui’s belief that the artist should create work that
shows its relation to the environment in such a way that the work might, then, either change or
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enhance it. Coal Pot was created by fashioning a bowl-like coal pot or grill out of steel, placing it
on five round steel columns, and then filling the pot with three-foot-wide pieces of coal. There are
a number of openings in the “coal pot” through which the dark fuel can, over time, begin to fall
back to the earth. Sited at a university that is funded, in part, by Big Coal, this provocative work
by Anatsui is, in a way, part of the long history of land art—sculptures in site-specific landscapes
that overcome the barriers of time and space, matter, land, and maps (Casey 259).
The iron ore in the discarded steel Anatsui used to make his Coal Pot sculpture was
extracted, initially, from underground, and is part of the earth even now―thus, connecting
humankind to the land, history, and earth history. In some of his other work, beyond Coal Pot,
Anatsui also offers us insight into the aesthetics of the environment and our relations to it. For
instance, in his totem Erosion (1992) (see fig. 45), he sculpted a column of tropical wood, engraved
with designs and with symbols from a number of African languages that he then slashed into with
a chain saw. At the base of Erosion, on the “ground,” is the sawdust and fragments of wood that
are no longer able to connect with one another yet that reveal the expressive power of the
relationship of the sculpted (or “eroded”) tree to the earth. This work by Anatsui speaks to more
than the issue of soil erosion, which is seen as an offense against the earth in certain cultures and
is now affecting the Sahel in the artist’s native Ghana, for instance. This “totem” of carved wood
also speaks to the erosion of African cultures that began, especially, with the European Scramble
for Africa, since the sawdust and fragments of those same African symbols and designs now lie at
the foot of Anatsui’s sculpted wood column.
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Fig. 45. Anatsui, El. Erosion. 1992, Smithsonian National Museum of African
Art, Washington, D.C. Smithsonian, www.si.edu/object/nmafa_96-36-1.

6. Sculpted Soil
Mineral extraction from deep underground requires a different kind of erosion, and whether
or not fossil fuel and precious metals are good for economic or aesthetic reasons, we cannot forget
their impact on the fragile environment near an oil rig or silver mine and on the entire ecosystem
in general. When he is evoking the threat that mining poses to an ecosystem in Southern Africa,
land artist Strijdom van der Merwe uses light and isolation to stage events that enhance our
experience of intimacy with nature, whether on grassland, on dry rocky mining land, or on the
shores of the Eastern Cape.
Due to their often transient nature, these artworks, most of them arrangements of sitespecific materials, are frequently only available to us in photographs the artist has taken to
document the experience. However, what is of interest here is his experiential method, and the fact
that his sculptural forms are shaped by their relation to the landscape. Van der Merwe’s way of
making land art is driven by freedom, as he starts each new work without a preconceived design
concept. For him, the process of creation starts with his immediate experience of the site he has

184

chosen. Out of that experience, he then draws up a design map, a form that represents his
experience of light and water, stone, and landscape contours. It is this experience, pensive yet
immediate, that he considers to be his art, which he then documents by taking his own photos of
his finished, yet quite often ephemeral, land art.
Arguably, that process is very distinct, and the art itself is unique and fleeting for those
who are involved in it. Part of the reason for uniqueness is that each human being has his or her
own singular interpretation of events (or moments), which, as Gadamer asserts, depends on each
human being’s array of one-of-a-kind social and historical experiences.
The thinking of Brian Massumi, for instance, informs our own current engagement with
the staging of Van der Merwe’s evanescent land art installations. For example, in Semblance and
Event: Activist Philosophy, Massumi examines the issue of sense through a series of inquiries into
the nature of the “occurrent arts” and the “lived abstraction” of “semblance,” arguing that
semblance is “an experience of virtual reality” (15). He digs deep into the layers of perception,
beyond the senses to the subliminal experience of a “surplus of change” in a performance, and
conjunctive relations that concern or effect change—change that is immediately experienced
(Massumi 4). At times, he examines our awareness of experience while it is underway, which is
helpful, for instance, in the analysis of such Van der Merwe sculptures as AM/PM Shadow Lines
(2010), Garden of Poems (2020), and Floating Balloons (2020). These works of art, according to
Massumi, are essentially forever at work in the process of their viewing, and that experiential
process is continuous (5).
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Fig. 43. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. AM/PM Shadow Lines. 2010, Koingnaas, Namakwa District Municipality, Northern
Cape, South Africa. Institute for Public Art, www.instituteforpublicart.org/case-studies/am-pm-shadow- lines/.

Fig. 45. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. Garden of Poems. 2020, Wellington,
South Africa. Strijdom van der Merwe, www.strijdom.com/installations/.

Massumi’s methodology does not fall neatly into the confines of the newest schools of
contemporary philosophy, as it often draws, rather, from an eclectic array of theorists, such as
Gilles Deleuze, Whitehead, and William James. His theory of aesthetics centers on the process of
a fleeting experience, an event of perception that is always moving in character. It treats one’s
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experience of an active span of time, such as a 1950s “happening” of John Cage, as an event in
itself―an incisive idea in the aesthetics of time that, then, opens up new possibilities for the
analysis of Van der Merwe’s work.
Massumi’s concept of semblance is another hermeneutic dimension of “lived abstraction”
that is relevant to Van der Merwe’s work as it also helps us to probe our experiences of “occurrent”
art practices that are relational and event oriented. Such events or experiences are performative,
even for the viewer, and yet, the focus for us, here, is on the process of being rather than on the
event itself (which is the process of becoming actively creative). This, of course, is similar to our
own view of ambiance, except that ambiance is an ongoing process in which one intuits the poetics
of space, a process that continues at all times during the encounter between our bodies and the
environment around us.
Van der Merwe’s immense Conradian “earthwork,” AM/PM Shadow Lines (2010) (see fig.
46), is a sculpted quarry in a dry rural landscape in his native South Africa. In the photo image,
the work consists of an immense open-air three-dimensional space with scrub grass and mounds
of stone in the foreground; in the middle ground, a series of murram “levees” are arranged in five,
off-white, north-south lines and in five, darker, east-west lines, each of them shaped like the “peak”
of a “high wave” and then separated from the high wave after it by a “hollow” or “trough”; in the
background, one sees a clear blue sky over five far wider and far higher mounds of mine tailings
from a nearby diamond mine. De Beers, the owner of the mine, is a firm initially created by the
quintessential British colonial mogul in all of Africa, Cecil Rhodes, who, on his own, yet with
some help from a “few” barely paid African workers, also succeeded, in his day, in reshaping the
landscape of South Africa, yet without ever aspiring to a sublime aesthetic, like Van der Merwe.
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As the day ends at his open-air installation AM/PM Shadow Lines, the five, east-west
“waves” or “levees” block some of the sunlight coming from near the horizon, and the resulting
shadow lines on the five, north-south “waves” then document the movement in time (in the sun’s
position) from moment to moment. At that point, now moving from AM to PM in the early
evening, the “young day” in South Africa, in a sense, “comes of age” via the shadow lines of
Strijdom Van der Merwe, like the young man in a Conrad novel, who, when he, too, passes the
shadow line, becomes a sea captain on the waves for the first time.
The relationship between the viewer and this landscape then changes and a temporal
dynamism is embodied in the stone “wave” shadows, which are like a mirage or a dream image.
You can see yet cannot touch each shadow. In fact, to touch the shadow in this evening vision of
the sculptor’s site-specific land art is, in essence, to touch the land itself. As Van der Merwe
observes of his immense stone earthwork, “It’s more about nature and [its] natural processes than
about the structure in [and of] itself” (qtd. in Casey 259).
One of the issues in Van der Merwe’s land art is climate change and the relational role of
human beings in that change. But it is clear to us that any analysis that addresses how change
happens and how the event or fact of its happening is perceived by the senses should, of necessity,
involve not just a discussion about the existence of the phenomenon but also our cognition of it.
Our approach to this analysis should neither be from an ontological point of view nor a rational
one since our perception of change cannot be easily oriented within the framework of the subjectobject dichotomy. Instead, we should be looking at the relations between sensuous and
nonsensuous events from within a special yet still undefined space. In other words, we need to go
beyond the senses to the underlying structure that allows them, as senses, to access both feeling
and vision. What is more, we need to find or even configure a structure of sensory relations that is
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able to provide the senses with meaning, a new or existing structure within which the occurrence
of these relations would then happen as a process of becoming.
That process should, at least, attempt to reorder metaphysics by piecing together fragments
of Heideggerian Being, Hegelian Spirit, and the Kantian categories. We end up with

a

deconstruction of phenomenology that would enable the creation of a structure that focuses on the
senses collectively. This new structure has implications and potentialities for the self and the
world. For aesthetics, the issue, in this case, would then be art’s social structure and its performance
in the process of ordering and reordering the structure of relations between self and community—
a structure that would not need to be universal yet could offer us a path to understanding the spirit
of the time. Time and nature collide in Strijdom van der Merwe’s land art that are created in situ
from found materials.
For over two decades, Van der Merwe’s process of working with the natural environment
has attracted many admirers. He shapes these found materials into geometric forms that integrate
with the natural environment. In Garden of Poems (2020) (see fig. 47), a community is given a
new environmental décor: a garden that is now accented with delicate, white-colored balloons,
filled with air and floating about three feet above ground. They are fragile and temporal. With a
simple pin, a young child―or even Hitchcock in a cameo―might easily let the air out of them.
The beauty of nature, argues Kant, is a rare and superior work of art that one is able to
experience due to a special faculty of the mind (Gosselin 9-29). But, here, in Van der Merwe’s
Garden, the things in nature, for instance, sun, low trees, and high grasses, have been rearranged,
along with white balloons, some inscribed with poems, to create an installation that, though it
retains elements of nature, has been transformed by design into something that has an effect on
our bodies. New phenomenology, for example, focuses on the feeling that, at times, can make our
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viewing of either a landscape painting or installation such a highly moving or exquisite experience
(Gosselin 18-19).63 As the scholar Mia Gosselin says of a male landscape artist, “[T]he
illumination of his subject determines the atmosphere he wants to communicate to the beholder of
his picture” (21).
In our case, however, experiencing nature is more important, more sensuous and ambient
than simply engaging for the mind. The landscape in Africa is rhythmically sculpted by nature’s
creator, from the red sand dunes in Morocco to the eastern savanna grassland and the tropical
rainforest along the Sinoe, Niger, and Congo rivers.
The woods grew deeper. The grasses became thicker and the bushes, lusher, until they were
immersed in an atmosphere of serenity. Ecology, in both its hospitality and habitability, is not
about aestheticism. It is posaestheticism. It constitutes a dwelling. Heidegger said a dwelling is at
once a space and a moment of relations. The question is whether the landscape there is ambient.
The highlands of southwest Uganda and the northeast of the Democratic Republic of Congo, for
instance, display a variety of colors and a variety of sounds composed by wind, water, and wildlife,
which blend resonant tone color with warm texture and allow for relational occurrences. All that
seems to be in peril now. And yet, to this day, the Bakongo musicians there are still sonic sculptors,
exploring the edges of sound and pushing the envelope as far as possible in shaping music, art, and
life together into a synthetic vision that can be enveloping and defies easy classification. Their
drumming and dancing move between the ambient and the environmental to create an array of
emotional hues.

63 Gosselin discusses John Constable’s landscape paintings, which are relatable to Van der Merwe’s installations.
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Sculpted by wind and water, along with seismic forces, the Rwenzori mountains are one
of the most ambient tropical landscapes in the heart of the continent. Located at the border of the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, and Rwanda, they were named the “Mountains of the
Moon” by Ptolemy because of their snow-capped peaks. However, to the Bakongo who live near
them, they are a rainmaker, famed for being a source of the river Nile. At night, rays of starlight
shine on the convex glaciers, surrounding the 16,761-foot peak of Mount Ngaliema, and cause the
ice there to glow like arcing lunar crescents. A walk up to the summit is accompanied by the
percussive rattle of leaves and branches in the crosswinds and the sound of rainforest animals
perched on top of fig trees (Statton). Underneath the Rwenzori’s highland landscape are minerals
and fossil fuels that have powered European and, to a lesser degree, African industrialization yet
have left the world ecologically worse off (Hecht).
This landscape is moody; its atmosphere is wild or is in what Heidegger calls a “moodwise
situatedness” (qtd. in Casey 219). This feeling is embodied in the emotional tonality of the setting.
As Edward Casey suggests, “Atmosphere is that which exists in and around everything in the
landscape” (219). That means everything: the ground, the things that inhabit the ground, and the
surrounding array of life, air, and water. It also means, it is in and around everything in the
Mountains of the Moon, in their impromptu nature art, staged without will or effort, as well as in
and around everything in the more studied yet still intuitive land art, staged, for instance, in a
village garden like Van der Merwe’s Garden of Poems. Van der Merwe’s experience has taught
him to shape site-specific materials into geometrically attractive art that at once contrasts with and
complements the surrounding environment. This is what succeeds, then, in the space of perception
in Van der Merwe’s work: his installations can be freely accessed along with nature, which, in
turn, makes an impression on the viewer. This is what happens when the site and the material to
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be used in an installation reveal themselves to him and to the viewer, as they walk and take in the
beauty of nature or the ecosystem.

Fig. 46. Enwonwu, Ben. Storm over Biafra. 1972. Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington, D.C.
Smithsonian, africa.si.edu/collections/objects/13795/storm-over-biafra;jsessionid=4CFF33CB8CD5E267610E594
A011DBD78?ctx=9b2517e912f34d201c618cee35557168637fb772&idx=20.

7. Sky: Cloud
The immersive shadows and blue sky that bring an atmosphere of care or concern to Van
der Merwe’s work are also seen in the work of Nigerian artist Ben Enwonwu, who in many ways
crafted a new visual language for African modernity. Yet, for Enwonwu, the pursuit of an assertive
modernity cannot be severed from a cultural heritage that is expressed in, or incarnated by, the
earth. On the stage and sphere of earth, all human drama and experience play out every day. In
light of this, Enwonwu’s sculpture Anyanwu (1955) (see fig. 47) expresses a mood or experience
of elegance, beauty, and majesty, while his painting Storm over Biafra (1972) (see fig. 46) provides
us with a better understanding of his engagement with surrounding nature.
In the Storm over Biafra, Enwonwu’s guilt and anguish after the 1967-1970 civil war in
Nigeria, over the secession of Biafra, is channeled into the formal parameters of landscape, i.e.,

192

sky and land, while, at the same time, he may be expressing even deeper concerns about the shared
history of modernism, nationalism, and individualism.
Storm over Biafra paints a dark, turbulent scene, an atmosphere of fear in which clouds
descend on a soon-to-be ravaged earth, where little remains in a desolate space and where even the
stalks of its few plants seem to imply, from a distance, the bare rib cages of the dead or emaciated.
Enwonwu’s palette of dark blue and discolored olive is lightened by flashes of yellow, yellow
gold, salmon, and orange on the sides and behind the plants in the foreground, colors that may,
perhaps, imply fire or shelling, or the death of an “old star” rather than a new dawn (Mazrui, Trial
of Christopher Okigbo). The haunting quality of this figureless and expressive painting of
landscape seems quietly searing if we compare it with the thinness and elegance of his statue
Anyanwu.
In a way, Enwonwu’s Storm over Biafra rimes not only with William Butler Yeats’s dark
oracular poem “The Second Coming,” but also with a poem by Nigerian poet Christopher Okigbo,
entitled “Elegy for Alto,” about the ravaged landscape of Biafra that was written only four years
before Enwonwu’s Storm. In these works, art reflects African reality. By the 1967, in a postcolonial
power struggle in Nigeria, the often ignored or persecuted Igbo in the southeast of the country
went to war with the Hausa in the north, while the Yoruba in the west remained neutral. Sadly, the
war was portrayed by some political theorists as a theocratic power struggle between Christians
and Muslims. The Christian Igbos, who were the victims of vicious attacks in the north, felt stifled,
and locked out of power and, hence, moved to secede from the Nigerian federation, which was
under the control of Muslim Hausa military rulers. The Igbos called their new state Biafra.
Nigerian writers, artists, and intellectuals were divided on what to do.

193

Among three of the major Igbo writers and artists of the 1950s and ’60s, Okigbo, an
outstanding modernist poet, joined the war of secession as a volunteer for Biafra, while Ben
Enwonwu, the painter and sculptor, went into exile in London and Chinua Achebe,64 seen by some
as the father of the modern African novel and, at times, as an ambassador for the cause of Biafra,
continued to teach and write at a local university.
Okigbo’s “Elegy for Alto” is a poem that draws, at times, from elements of Greek tragedy.
Widely read as the poet’s last testament, it seems to include an oracle of his own death as a “ram”
sacrificed in the name of freedom. He writes:
Earth, unbind me; let me be the prodigal; let this be
The ram’s ultimate prayer to the tether. . . .

AN OLD STAR departs, leaves us here on the shore
Gazing heavenward for a new star approaching;
The new star appears, foreshadows its going
Before a going and coming that goes on forever. . . . (Okigbo)
The poem expresses his inner feeling and thoughts colored by signs of foreboding. In “Elegy for
Alto,” there is neither a hint of happiness, nor of satisfaction, but a suggestion, rather, that when
all the evils of life are lying in wait there can be no play, no glory, or relief―only fear. The crucial
fact is not that one’s life, values, or experiences are similar to those of others, but that artistic
forms, practices, and experiences are, in some ways, epistemic and, at the same time, quite often

64 Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, a

novel first published by Doubleday in 1959, featuring the story of a strong man
whose life is dominated by fear, is the benchmark for modern African literature, but it is not the first African novel
(that title goes to Amos Tutuola’s The Palm-Wine Drinkard). Still, it is considered the first work of fiction in English
from Sub-Saharan Africa.
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ambient regardless of the genre, in as much as they succeed in enveloping the audience in an
atmosphere that one cannot forget easily. A feeling of sadness, first, encircles us and, then, enters
us, causing an unpleasant experience in the case of Enwonwu’s ambient painting and in the case
of Okigbo’s dark yet, at the very end, elusively hopeful poem, which opens, in its final verses, into
the nameless time of a cyclical cosmos.
In 1970, the end of the Biafra war was not pretty for Okigbo. The thirty-five-year-old was
killed in action during an attack by federal troops in Nsukka, the university town where he found
his voice as a poet and which he vowed to defend with his life; the incident having been compared
by the writer Ali Mazrui to a symphony interrupted (Trial of Christopher Okigbo).
Earlier, Okigbo’s house at Enugu was destroyed in a bombing, in the same town where
several of his unpublished writings were discovered, including the beginnings of a novel.
Destroyed as well was Pointed Arches, a poetic autobiography which, in a letter to a friend, he
describes as an account of experiences in his life that sharpened his creative imagination. In the
novel The Trial of Christopher Okigbo, Mazrui accuses the dead poet of abandoning his
intellectual calling and his role as the conscience of society to pursue a narrow self-interest.
Okigbo’s response was in an interview published before his death:
I have no function as a writer; I think I merely express myself and the public can use these
things for anything they like . . . I don’t think the fact that [Ali Mazrui is] a writer should
entitle him to assume a particular role as an educator.” (Okigbo)65
Mazrui, a federalist during the Biafran war, said he wrote the novel as a tribute to “a martyr” who
died for an inconsequential cause. In a speech shortly before his death in 2014 in New York,

65 Okigbo spoke of his role as poet in purely artistic terms. He stayed away from social engagement and ideological

commitment in his writing.
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Mazrui said that when he wrote the novel, he was on the verge of an acute crisis following the
death of Okigbo, who was his friend. He said he chose to engage the poet in a work of fiction
because, in his Swahili culture, great moments of anguish were reflected in poetry. In fact, when
he first submitted the manuscript to Achebe, who at the time was the African Writers Series editor
with the London publisher Heinemann, Mazrui thought that Achebe would reject it. Instead,
Achebe published it.
In its verdict on a close friend, the novel found Christopher Okigbo guilty. For over forty
years, up to the time of his own death, Mazrui doggedly refused to parole his friend for good
behavior and argued, instead, that he acted as a tribalist first and a poet second, thereby sacrificing
the universality of his genius (Christopher Okigbo International Conference).
The gray clouds of civil strife from the late 1960s continue to shape Nigeria’s recent history
and ‘color’ perception about the country and often environing its citizens in an atmosphere of
suspicion, fear, and conflict.
For his part, seeing “through a glass darkly” while recalling the time of civil war in his
Storm over Biafra (1972), Enwonwu shapes and upends the landscape of history, using it as a
medium for the expression of his inner feelings. Then, later, in the portrait painting, Tutu (1974),
he offers Nigeria an image of reconciliation and peace following the bloody civil war, as the model
for the portrait was a Yoruba princess, Adetutu Ademiluyi of Ife (Cascone). However, the
disillusionment shown in the anxious and arcing brushwork in Storm over Biafra forms the most
enduring image of the Biafra war by reflecting the harsh experiences of those on both sides of the
divide.
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Taken together, the poems, sculptures, and paintings by these African writers and artists
evoke an affective and absorbing semblance of atmosphere, one that envelops the viewer, along
with the history and landscape of Nigeria.

8. Ecosphere: Mood
Art can encapsulate the feeling of an eminent royal house or a quiet village community.
Anyanwu (1955) (see fig. 49), which means “eye of the sun” in the Igbo language, is a life-sized
bronze female figure sculpture dressed in royal regalia, with a bird-beak headdress and heavy coral
necklaces and bracelets. With a long neck, it embodies feminine beauty—the skinny limbs may
reflect either a delicate, Western style or the influence of a Senufo déblé. The classic African
representation of a woman is that of a strong and more ample figure rather than the ’60s hautecouture model that the woman in Anyanwu seems to exemplify.

Fig. 47. Enwonwu, Ben. Anyanwu. 1955. Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington,
D.C. The New York Times, www.nytimes.com/2019/09/24/arts/ben-enwonwu-artist-africa.html.
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The sculpture is important, for instance, in so far as it exhibits figural poetry and rhythm
of human (female) beauty. Okeke-Agulu writes of its “dramatic combination of movement and
stasis, realism and abstraction,” “grace and power,” and “anthropomorphic and vegetal forms”
(Okeke-Agulu, “On Ben Enwonwu’s Anyanwu”). As if to complete the figural drama, OkekeAgulu, then, adds that “Enwonwu has given this graceful, even delicate figure a menacing gaze,
reminding us that this is [a] powerful sun deity, not a curtseying Bini princess” (“On Ben
Enwonwu’s Anyanwu”). Anyanwu may also depict, for instance, an elegant―and elegantly
arcing―African dancer, with the piercing gaze of a sun goddess, a gaze that then may help to
make the enticed viewer more attentive. The poetic movement of the figure’s body invites the
initiation of what Léopold Sédar Senghor called a “rhythmic dance,” a “dance of love” in a
“primordial rhythm” (Senghor 16), which is a unique African expressive form―a mark of Africanness.
According to Souleymane Bachir Diagne, African art is philosophy (African Art as
Philosophy 6), either staged, imaged, sounded, or sculpted, while the highest art form is
philosophy. The truth of the art of Africa, claims Senghor, is not reason, but emotion and, at times,
rhythm. For instance, Enwonwu says of his elegant figure Anyanwu, “This sculpture is spiritual in
conception, rhythmical in movement, and three-dimensional in [its] architectural setting―these
qualities are characteristic of the sculpture of my ancestors” (Enwonwu 64).66 In this context of
sculpted ambiance, Anyanwu is more emotive than rhythmic in terms of its spatiality, which starts
with an individual poetic engagement and then ends with what Peter Sloterdijk calls “foam”―or

66 This is taken from artist’s statement quoted in the brochure of Bonhams’s Modern and Contemporary African

Art for auction on May 2, 2019, in New York.
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“foams”—a society, which is a shared, spatial plurality that is enhanced by staging and by the use
of “aerial technology.”
Relying on Heidegger, Sloterdijk argues that the human form, or human space, on which
art is modelled, is meant for “sharing one another” and that each “relationship” contains all
“possibilities,” including “understanding” and “consensus.” Then, in a simple aphoristic idiom,
Sloterdijk revises this idea of “sociability” by saying that human beings are the “geniuses of the
neighborhood” (Sloterdijk, Foams 15).
Despite the dark nature of some of his paintings, Enwonwu expresses the belief that
Anyanwu, the “eye of the sun,” is a visual manifestation of Nigeria―culturally confident and proud
of its mixed heritage. His sculpture and its “sun name” are linked to the land in other ways: the
sun supplies the earth with light, warmth, and energy for trees, plants, and all other living things
on the earth. These living beings may be thought of as environing the earth, yet, as a matter of
ecology, the earth remains what Heidegger calls a dwelling place. It is an ecosphere or ecological
world where human beings live and act along with others, or alongside them; it is an atmosphere
in which culture and the earth are not only about being in harmony but also complement one
another, at times, even in their differences.
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Fig. 48. Kéré Architecture. Xylem Pavilion. 2019, Tippet Rise Art Center, Fishtail, Montana.
Photo: Iwan Baan. ArchDaily, www.archdaily.com/921137/xylem-pavilion-kere-architecture.

9. Evocation: Sacred
A building is sacred because it encloses figures of divine creation. Xylem (2019) (see fig.
50), a pavilion, evocative of the sacred, at the Tippet Rise Art Center in Fishtail, Montana, was
designed by Burkinabe architect Francis Kéré as an oasis, or a haven like the ones that he has seen
many times in the Sahel region of West Africa, or in this case, as a quiet, protective shelter for
visitors to the art center (Kéré).
Although the Xylem pavilion was inspired by classic minimalist Dogon architecture in
Mali and Burkina Faso, it was named to evoke the vital inner layers of a tree’s living structure: the
concentric array of “water vessels” that allow water to rise from the tiniest roots to the highest
leaves in the tree’s canopy.
As designed, the pavilion is an experiential space of gathering for those who “need a drink
from the xylem” or want to engage in intimate dialogue. It is a space to contemplate and meditate
in solitude.
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Xylem is an architectural sculpture, around fifty feet in diameter, in a landscaped grove of
trees near a hiking trail. The sand-colored, round yet flat, roof structure rises in a cleared space,
surrounded by well-kept aspen and cottonwood trees. Facing a creek, the pavilion is made of
carved wooden logs, cut from softwood trees that had been pruned, earlier, to save them from pine
beetles (Kéré). At an assortment of heights, some of the pine logs hang down from the ceiling, a
Kéré design motif, while the whole roof (or pine “canopy”) of the pavilion establishes a communal
space of gathering underneath.
From inside the pavilion, the wood logs that make up the roof are assembled in circular
bundles and are held tightly together by a beehive structure of weathering steel, while the entire
roof lies on top of seven steel columns, each encircled by pinewood. The top of the roof is a flat
surface carved in such a way that it creates a rounded topography in subtle harmony with that of
the surrounding hills. In the culture of the Dogon, the roof is a sacred space; here at Tippet Rise,
as in a Dogon toguna, the roof of the open-air pavilion is designed to shelter people from the sun,
although, since there are no walls or windows, it also allows the air, wind, and light to enter the
shaded gathering space underneath. Inside the Xylem pavilion, sunbeams penetrate the open
spaces between the vertical logs, initiating a play of shadow and light that unevenly lights the
carved wood seating area below.
The spatial arrangement of the seating exposes visitors to the stunning views of the
surrounding ambient landscape; via an impromptu exploration, attentive visitors can experience
the highly varied configurations of the environing space, among them, the space of seclusion,
immense or intimate, in which to meditate.
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Fig. 49. Kéré Architecture. Louisiana Canopy. 2015. Louisiana Museum of Modern Art,
Humlebaek, Denmark. Dezeen, www.dezeen.com/2015/07/10/african-architecture-cultureidentity-major-exhibition-copenhagen-louisiana- museum-modern-art/.

Kéré’s other work Louisiana Canopy (2015) (see fig. 51), for the Louisiana Museum of
Modern Art, builds on a symbol of a tree that serves as a bridge between two cultures and that
provides basic shelter from rain or sunshine. The wooden seating below the canopy offers visitors
an informal setting and the work embodies the ideal of a contemporary structure that creates a sitespecific space one can engage with in a variety of ways (Windmuller-Luna 98).
Sheltering is a form of protection and favors community gathering, which then allows for
a symbolic coupling of the earth and sky in a new anticipation of “dwelling” (Polt 152), i.e., being
“at home,” “having a place in the world,” on earth, under the sky (Wheeler), while the shelter, or
built environment, is then expected to widen its scope, or near horizon, by freely “flinging its doors
open” to the unbuilt and uncultivated spaces that surround it.
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Fig. 50. Dogon Equestrian Figure. 12th–16th century, Mali, Inner Niger
Delta. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/736387.

10. Commodity
Contemporary art is not the only kind that awakens us and offers us ways to deal with
precious environments and ecosystems. So too does the art of the legendary ancient empires in
West Africa; the carved, written, and musical art of places whose stories of the past continue to
rivet, excite and incite the imagination. These stories are captured in the immersive epic poetry
and oral narratives of the Sahel region.
The place is historical. A place of extremes, where poetry and visual art come together. A
place of hardship located at the edge of the West African savanna, connecting the desert in the
north with the tropical rainforest to the south, the Sahel’s fragile ecology demands the utmost care
from its settlers, since the heat and lack of rain often sear the millet and cowpeas, kill the goats,
and drive the herders to the south to look for other grazing land (Yudelman 30).
A drier Sahel has worsened the land decay and desertification in the area, causing changes
in cultural practices, shortages of food and ethnic strife, changes that are recorded in the
imaginative works of local communities. Those records can be seen in the sculptures, the oral
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narratives, and the more or less non-Homeric myths, epics, and literature. The oral narratives such
as the Sundiata, passed down from one generation to another by the griots, form the basis of the
historical understanding of some communities and, in some instances, offer them a trace of events
and places, evidence of historical facts. As is often the case, the narratives are enabled by the
imagination, but they are different from the visual arts, which seem more immediate to the viewer
and appeal almost at once to one’s affective registers.
Not being either carved from wood or stone, modelled out of clay, or cast in metal, the
Sundiata story is uniquely interpreted by each griot. Part myth and part history, the Mandé epic
extols the fabled deeds of the son of a king (and a hunchback), who was born lame and graceless,
who one day flees into exile only to later excel in war and in the hunt and finally assume the throne
as in the initial oracle of his seemingly unlikely self-overcoming. To this day, the Sundiata offers
the culture of the Mandé region of West Africa an idealized model of social relations and of the
possibilities for a heroic will.
Across the Sahel, from Senegal to Niger, with its semi-arid climate, a variety of building
types were made from ephemeral materials such as ferey mud bricks, which, over time, can be
worn away by the rain. For example, the Mali Independence Monument (see Fig. 52), which
celebrates this architectural civilization, is especially singular and sublime. Although this winner
of the Aga Khan Award in Bamako is clad in marble, in the Malian architecture style that it cites,
or imitates, mud bricks are assembled, then faced with adobe, and held together by poles that jut
out from the façade like a bird’s nest (an idea deriving, perhaps, from avian philosophy).
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Fig. 51. Mali Independence Monument. 1996, Bamako, Mali. UNC ART & ART HISTORY,
art.unc.edu/event/lectures-in-the-history-of-art-mary-jo-arnoldi-smithsonian-institution/.

Such mud buildings are planted firmly on land, which, at times, in Africa, is still held in
trust by the community; in such instances, the land commons can retain a unifying effect on a
hamlet, village, or town. When the land commons serve as a pasture, or a grain field, or an
agroforest, those who live nearby will often tend it with great care so the food harvested can still
feed everyone in the community irrespective of their status.
Montague Yudelman writes of the yield, over time, of the farmland in Africa: “Land was
used as long as it was fertile, possibly up to three or four years; then, when the fertility of the land
was diminished, it was left to revert to bush until fertility was restored. . . . Frequently, too, entire
African villages would move as the need arose for new land” (11). That kind of care for the land
is depicted, at times, in the images on African artifacts, which may also tell the story of ecological
changes in a local village.
It is no coincidence that many of the ancient artifacts were dug up, during the last century,
on farms or by farmers. The story of the (at times now vanished) surrounding environment these
artifacts tell and the atmosphere they create now have a contemporary parallel. Consider the
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example of House to Watch the Sunset (2005) (see fig. 53), an architectural sculpture in Aladab,
Niger. This installation, which is accompanied by land art, is a tower designed by Swiss artist Not
Vital to allow the nomadic Tuareg of Niger to view the sunset from high over the desert. The
striking design consists of a four-story tower flanked by three-wide staircases, each leading to a
different floor, and each allowing one to follow the sun as it moves, step by step.

Fig. 52. Not Vital. House to Watch the Sunset. 2005, Aladab, Niger. Hauser &
Wirth, www.hauserwirth.com/ursula/26923-not-vital-poetry-unique-intense.

Not Vital’s installation reflects the spatial and socio-cultural backdrop of the location. His
nomadic style and anthropological curiosity culminates in a socially driven workthat includes the
site-specific House to Watch the Sunset, a model home―which is to say, a recurring design―built
to contemplate the sunset. The community in Aladab collaborated with Not Vital and local
materials were used, while those who are living around it now take care of the installation. Not
Vital’s work, here, nurtures the relationship between art, land, and Being, or humankind.
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House to Watch the Sunset is seen as a social sculpture , an inbuilt environmental sculpture,
with a tower designed and built in collaboration with Tuareg silversmiths, and it is meant to
seamlessly unite humans with the natural surroundings.
Buildings, such as the Mali Independence Monument and the House to Watch the Sunset,
function as places of worship and shrines for venerated ancestors. Although of varying materials,
there is a formal consistency in their use of marble and terracotta, representing the signature style
of specific workshops (Yudelman 28). The best-known example of these Sahelian banco
architectural styles is Jenne’s Great Mosque, built after the thirteenth century, with its exquisite
earthen structure believed to be inspired by local spirits (Yudelman 29). The marble veneer on
the Mali Independence Monument and its pointed spire are consistent with the signature
terracotta façade and minarets of the Great Mosque.

Fig. 53. Douglas Camp, Sokari. Green Leaf Barrel. 2014.
Sokari Douglas Camp, sokari.co.uk/project/green-leaf- barrel/.
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Fig. 54. Douglas Camp, Sokari. Battle Bus: Living Memorial for Ken Saro-Wiwa. 2006. Oil
Change International, priceofoil.org/2016/02/12/a-living-memorial-for-deadened-memories/.

11. Afrotopia
If Non Vital’s architectural sculpture creates an atmosphere for a healthy environment,
Sokari Douglas Camp’s Green Leaf Barrel (2014) (see fig. 54), shows how nature and capitalism
might coexist if we were now to make the wise choice to protect the environing ecosystem and its
free services from harm despite economic costs. The sculpture, made of translucent green plastic
and silver steel barrels, is of a woman tending plants in a single oil barrel that has been sawed in
half, from top to bottom, and then converted into a kind of double flowerpot. Out of the bottom of
each of the two halves of this eccentric double flowerpot, around seven plants (or young trees)
now rise at an angle, thereby seeming to evoke Sokari’s vision of a restoration of the Niger Delta’s
woodland ecosystems, its mangroves and rainforests, which, even today, are still threatened by
intermittent oil spills and the dumping of oil waste. The oil barrel has the word “Revolution”
written on it in red ink, as the sculptor hopes that a green revolution will win out over the current
unsustainable model of industry-driven capitalist growth.
Steel barrels are a motif in Douglas Camp’s figurative art. At times, they serve as plinths
for her sculptures or dioramas, while fuel pipes serve as their flower crowns; they suggest a
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dialectic of resilience in the face of the ecological crisis. Sokari often seems to pair the beauty of
women with the question of ethics in her oeuvre in such a way that the lives and bodies of women
are also, in a sense, subtly entangled with the “body” of the earth. The reason for her green aesthetic
may be that, from an ecological standpoint, Africa is not a tropical Arcadia despite any claims
about its cities being environed by nature and wilderness. Pollution of every kind, caused by the
building of cities, mining, and oil and gas drilling, is increasing fast, so that a smog and gray haze
now envelop entire cities—such as Port Harcourt, Nigeria, in the Niger Delta—and contribute to
high rates of asthma among children, as well as rising rates of emphysema, lung cancer, and heart
disease among adults.
In Battle Bus: Living Memorial for Ken Saro-Wiwa (2006) (see fig. 55), she places eight
silver oil barrels on top of a windowless silver bus with the phrase “I Accuse the Oil Companies”
emblazoned across it. On the steel panels of the public health crisis. As much as her work often
conveys its aesthetic with irony, motion, and luminosity, it also reminds us of our social and
ecological responsibilities and is designed to vex the oil firms and monied interests that, for now,
are still able to inflict harm on the poor with relative immunity. On each side of the bus are the
names of the “Ogoni Nine,” a cohort of environmental activists, including the writer Ken SaroWiwa, who were executed by the military dictatorship in Nigeria in November 1995, allegedly for
killing four Ogoni chiefs, but really because they dared to lead protests against Royal Dutch Shell,
which was drilling for oil in the Niger Delta, while often spilling and dumping the oil waste in the
fragile ecosystem. Douglas Camp’s idea for a mobile, wheeled sculpture designed to pay homage
to the Ogoni Nine was driven by the need to end the pollution of the air, land, and water in the
river delta where some two million Ogoni now live and are, thus, still faced with a wide-scale
health catastrophe caused by environmental crisis.
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Douglas Camp’s sculptures are rich in form and in context. At times, the atmosphere that
surrounds them can be dim, toxic, and violent. Her technique of cutting, bending, and welding her
recycled oil barrels into the Léger-like shapes of life-sized, motion sculptures seems reminiscent
of futurism. On occasion, these steel barrel objects and figural arrays are immense in size and can
impose their will and presence on entire public spaces anywhere in the world where they are
shown. Sculptural space is often defined by form and shape, while, equally, form and shape, in
turn, cannot exist without space; thus, her sculptures are strongly defined by their threedimensional width, depth, and height. Yet, what is even more crucial for our discussion is that her
tendency to freely mingle naturalism and abstraction within her 3-D installation space allows
Douglas Camp to successfully capture the ambiance of the time: that of Afrotopia.
There is a long history of land art as being seen as an atmospheric art, with each of them,
on its own, seeking to offer us an intuitive understanding of our shared social and ecological
history. For instance, in seventeenth-century Europe, landscape painting emerged as a genre à la
mode designed to “influence mood, instill drama, and elevate thoughts” (Yudelman 15). It is also
essential to realize that, at this time, land art and the art of nature painting evolved with the growth
of cities and of new wealth creation (Matilsky 12). In the empires of the 1600s, these new forms
of land art were, more or less, intrinsic to the newly acquisitive society’s perpetuation of its values
(Matilsky 12) (or assets), with the nobles and financiers of the seventeenth century quite often
favoring the value, or aesthetics, of landed estates, gardens and plantations. The best example is
the immense topiary gardens at Versailles, and the creation of wide-scale slave plantations.
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Fig. 55. Bopape, Dineo Seshee. sa ke lerole, (sa lerole ke ). 2016. ARTnews, www.artnews.com/
art-news/artists/soil-dust-life-dineo-seshee-bopape-on-her-earthy-searching-art-7586/.

Those values are human values in so far as our lives revolve, quite often, around land,
which, when nourished by water into mud, stitches together the various threads of our existence,
allowing for dwelling, the cultivation of food, and the building of a house or a dwelling. For Dineo
Sheshe Bopape, working face to face with mud (or land) is at once a joy and a trauma. That which
is of dust is dust, or sa ___ ke lerole, (se lerole ke __), her exhibition in New York in 2017 (see
fig. 56), explores the idea of land as a repository of history, culture, and wealth. Since each of these
three things, in the end, culminates in freedom, even as they seem daunting in their unique way,
the entire piece is a movement in the recollection of a memory, yet one that is stuck, at all times,
in reverse. As a work of land art, That which is of dust is dust is only a symbol and an embodiment
of political, social, and economic power.
On the surface of Bopape’s artwork are a series of holes filled with shells and rocks,
seemingly, arranged in no particularly order. Everything is natural, here, unruly, and
nonconforming in character, yet, in the exhibition room, scores of viewers come looking, more
or less anxiously, for an elusive meaning. That which is of dust is dust explores the gray space of
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relations between the natural and artificial, thereby creating numerous imagined environments
that elicit a variety of associations.
There is a reason why humans are attached to soil. As Richard Long says, “the ground is
the beginning and end of existence” and a metaphor for life (qtd. in van der Merwe). From a
purely Afrodiasporic perspective, one might see land art as going back to the era of early modern
humans and afterward, which would then offer us a social knowledge of the past: the stone,
bronze, and iron ages, the golden age, and other human eras. At each time, either in history or
prehistory, there was often a respect for the nuanced processes of nature, as well as for the close
or even symbiotic relations between all forms of life. As Matilsky writes, “If an artist
manipulates or recommends changes to the ecosystem, it is always to enhance what exists” (56).
This kind of thinking, on the part of artist or artisan, always called for his or her close attention
to the immediate location, or to his or her relations in space. Much of this artwork was and, in
some instances, still is “deeply embedded in the story of place” (Matilsky 66).

Fig. 55. Van der Merwe, Strijdom. Floating Balloons. 2017, Stellenbosch River,
South Africa. Strijdom van der Merwe, www.strijdom.com/installations/.
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12. Allure
In van der Merwe’s Floating Balloons (Undated) (see fig. 55), scores of lapis blue, airfilled balloons are floating on a cold stream, with bright sunlight in the background. On the
water, in between the balloons, are blue and green shimmers of light, which are reflections of the
sun that look like a mirage on the water when seen from a distance. The balloons, numbering
hundreds, were dropped on a river in Stellenbosch, South Africa, to educate people about clean
waters and rivers. At first, it makes for impressive viewing, in the foreground, because of these
blue and green shimmers on the surface of the water, along with reflections of the balloons that
seem to be “under” the surface. Yet, after a time, the entire scene begins to create a dimmer and
more deflated feeling in us, perhaps due to the ecological conditioning that, according to
Heidegger, we all undergo as beings who have been “thrown” into the world. In the case of a
balloon that is filled with air, however, it floats on the water for the same reason that a wooden
boat will: its weight is being counterbalanced by the heavier weight of the water. If the water is
cold, the balloon will begin to deflate because the air enclosed in it will begin to cool down and,
thus, lose energy. As is the case with all of van der Merwe’s land art, they do not last, they are
undated, and they must be documented by photography to keep any trace or memory of them.
The amount of the air inside of an inflated or deflated balloon tends to correspond to the
atmospheric pressure outside of it, and that, in turn, tends to alter the affective register of the
viewer. The viewer of land art by Van der Merwe may become less animated and then feel
equally deflated once the image of a withered balloon begins to emerge on the scene, here. In
this instance of relational aesthetics, the lack of the buoyancy needed to keep the balloon afloat
on the water begins to deprive it, over time, of its allure for the viewer. In a way, the atmospheric
character of the air enveloped in the balloon begins to transfer over to and, finally, inanimate the
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viewer, transforming the inner feeling, or inner condition, of his or her psyche to one of mishap
or disillusionment.
According to Graham Harman, allure is a philosophical concept that refers to the meeting
of one’s affective register with a certain number of elements of aesthetic imagination, such as are
often found in a work of art, so that the viewer is no longer able to ignore the image when it has
been seen (McComark 56). From the point of view of aesthetics, when an object, such as a lapis
blue, air-filled balloon, is alluring by design, the reason is that, from the beginning, it has been
subtly commodified, or has been made charming or irresistible by a deliberate process of staging.
In this case, here, of Van der Merwe’s inflated or deflated balloons, the atmospheric conditions
are the elemental things that, being commodified, then, generate a mix of interest, ambiance, and
enthusiastic feeling. As a result, Strijdom’s Floating Balloons may begin to stop generating
enthusiasm once the novelty of the mirage on the river, or of one’s initial vision of the enticing
azure balloons, begins to fade. That is especially the case when one experiences the natural
environment ephemerally as being a reflection of the sculpture. Not only does the air environing
the viewer, here, become chilled by the river water, but so does the air inside of Strijdom’s azure
balloons until the cool water and the water-cooled atmosphere begin to flatten the once admired
balloons and, at the same time, take the théos out of one’s aesthetic enthusiasm.
In his later writing, Heidegger conceives of the work of art as a work of sensuous angst,
apprehension, a way of living and thinking. It is an aesthetic experience (Hofstadter x). Yet, after
reading his essay, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” it becomes clear that, for Heidegger, the
significance of his idea is that we experience the work of art as a form of truth rather than as a
representation of what Kant called the sublime or the beautiful. The truth of Van der Merwe’s
Floating Balloons is revealed in the visual experience of their inflation and deflation.
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To think of what it is like to be a human being is to philosophize, as any poet or sculptor
might do in his or her oeuvre d’art. Furthermore, to be a poet or sculptor is to be in an intimate
and authentic relationship with nature. In other words, in time, this intimate and intuited relation
can be distilled and, at last, captured in a poem or a sculpture—the two art forms which Heidegger
wrote about most often—as Van der Merwe does in his Haikos work. Since art, or the art of the
poem or sculpture, is also thinking, philosophy is also living, or is a way of life. Together, then,
thinking and living are experiences that occur while one is dwelling, and so to experience a certain
ambiance or atmosphere is also to poeticize (Hofstadter xi).
To poeticize, for many African traditionalists, is to engage actively with a world that at
once encompasses the earth and sky, mortals and divinities. The mortals are the plants and
animals—we humans, of course, being among the latter. Whether we live, or think, or poeticize
in cities or villages, in the Sahel or in the Serengeti, our life, the life around us, and its
uncertainty from moment to moment make it hard for us to delineate one thing from another, to
say who is an object, for instance, to this or that subject, because that (perhaps dismissible)
dichotomy always derives from each unique being and each set of relations, setting, and
immediate situation.
In the discourses of the West, that dichotomy remains a point of unresolved debate, even
for some major continental philosophers; and, yet, for his part, Heidegger, dissolving, to a
degree, the subject-object dichotomy, thinks that works of art are able to furnish us with a
“grounding” (Hofstadter xii) as living beings. For Heidegger, our wider “grounding” is a space
of dwelling, a place where, at once, human existence and experience take place—for example,
the keen experience that we often derive from being face to face with a work of art. The earth is
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where we experience art along with life, and, thus, it is where meaning is framed (Hofstadter
xiii).
The artist is the one who envisions and, then, maps out these things, puts each of them in
their well-designed spaces, and then fits each of them into the world in such a way that it can then
be measured. All of this must happen, for the artist, so that with one wide glance, spanning the
earth and the sky, he or she can take in the full dimension of the world. Yet, the artist also has to
believe in the “poetry that takes the [full] measure of [that] dimension” (Hofstadter xiv). It is in
this way, or in a similar one, that Heidegger is able to relate the space of art and aesthetics to the
wider space of nature and ecology, when he asks, What relation is exhibited (or established) in the
work of art between the aesthetic act of setting up (or grounding) the world and setting forth (or
exhibiting) the earth?
Heidegger’s answer is this:
To be a human being is to be on the earth as a mortal, to dwell, doing the building that
belongs to dwelling: cultivating, growing things, constructing things that are built, and
doing all these in the context of mortals who, living on earth and cherishing it, look to the
sky and to the gods to find the measure of their dwelling. If man’s being is dwelling, and
if man must look to the way the world fits together to find the measure by which he can
determine his dwelling life, then man must dwell poetically. (“Origin of the Work of Art”
47)
Therefore, the oeuvre d’art—for instance, a sculpture—reflects and reveals the nature of being
and the nature of the world. Sculpture, as the Egyptians thought, is an enlivener. It is a means by
which the “derivative” nature of truth, the world, the earth, and human history can be scrutinized
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in a way that affirms the facticity of life (“Origin of the Work of Art” 50)67—the evidence of our
experience of the world. In essence, then, this is more of an ontological inquiry into the nature of
space and of our place within it than it is an epistemological one; it ends in a place at the center
that opens up to us naturally, that is cleared and, then, illumined.
Heidegger tackles the concept of space through his analysis of the Greek temple, dwelling,
and, for him, “[t]he lighting center itself encircles all that is . . .” (“Origin of the Work of Art” 51).
What is lighted, in this instance, is a “clearing,” an open space that, then, opens up a path to
knowing about the other beings with whom, or with which, we share the world. In the context of
African ecology and aesthetics, sculpting is an act of preservation not only of one’s relations with
other beings but also of nature as it is—of saving what Rainer Maria Rilke calls “pristine ground”
(qtd. in Heidegger, Poetry, Language, and Thought 97). To preserve nature also means “to tend to
or look after it” (“Origin of the Work of Art” 149). Since it defines human experience, sculpture
has the potential not only to preserve and look after nature but also to affect the atmosphere of a
place or to mediate its ambiance, whether it is a place in nature or a human dwelling. Heidegger
believes art is “the creative preserving of truth” or the “happening of truth” (“Origin of the Work
of Art” 69) and “all art, as the letting happen of the advent of truth . . . is essentially poetry”
(“Origin of the Work of Art” 70).
Presumably, at the right time in the right place, guided by natural will, truth is being
exhibited aesthetically in human experience. Heidegger observes that, “Every being, as a being, is
in [its] will” (“Origin of the Work of Art” 98)—or is in what the poet Léopold Sédar Senghor calls
the rhythm of life (qtd. in Diagne 10), or the rhythm of philosophy, in Africa. By some measure,

67 Heidegger explains truth as being in conformity with fact.
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Senghor’s rhythm is analogous to Schopenhauer’s will to life or Nietzsche’s will to power. Rhythm
can be seen or heard in either plastic or performance art—in song, dance, carnival, and
masquerade—and it is, as Senghor claims, sensuously, aesthetically, genuinely, but not exclusively
African.
More than any other art form, sculpture is about history and ambiance due to the limits
imposed on it by nature. But, at a certain point, the abundance of sculpture in Africa, for instance,
begins to work in unison, in nation after nation, as a shared monument—or as a commons —
linking the past and the present, mediating historical accounts of society. In Africa, the presence
of sculpture can, or will, often envelops human beings in their history, culture, and ambient
environment. In light of, or perhaps in the shadow of, the near ubiquity of visual culture in the
modern world, much more than any other form of art, sculpture, in the widest sense of the word—
from land art and installation to maquettes and nano-miniatures—is now being revitalized,
perhaps, as the ultimate expressive form, in part, because of its tactility and, in part, because of its
reconfiguring of space, landscape, and the immediate and worldwide mosaic of relations within
space and between human beings. Whether it is sited in nature or in an Indian art loft in Cape
Town, sculpture can be made of anything—for instance, out of an impish excess of azure
balloons—and, then, installed to create an aural or atmospheric experience.
In the visual culture of our current era, sculpture is ambient in its reflection of the widening
of our air space, living space, and aesthetic possibilities. The concept of sculpted ambiance is a
resource that allows us to probe our affective response to a three-dimensional mirage object, like
a balloon sculpture on a sunlit and shaded river. Ambiance is able to mediate our sight, smell, taste,
and hearing via the “untouched touch” of our body’s experience of depth (at once, within it or on
its skin hair).
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Ambiance always lies in wait, impatiently anticipating an imminent opening into new ideas
in relational aesthetics.
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CHAPTER FOUR: Aurality

Fig. 56. Soundscape. Ghadiri, Maryam, et al. “Promoting STEM Interest and Connections to Nature Through a Soundscape
Ecology Camp for Students With Visual Impairments.” Connected Science Learning, Jan.-Mar. 2018, vol. 1, no. 5. NSTA.
www.nsta.org/connected-science-learning/connected-science-learning-january-march-2018-0/promoting-stem-interest.

1. Aura
According to Greek tradition, the Muses offer music as a gift only to those who are talented
enough to be able to use sound to penetrate the souls of their listeners. They do this knowing that
nothing probably can pierce the soul more than melody and rhythm, conveyed with poetic lyricism,
and that nothing strokes the emotions more than ambient music. Babette Babich has highlighted
the natural approach to life of the goddess of art,68 whose benevolence grants aura in the same way
that wind blows fresh air around us during a cool morning run by a forest. This is a goddess who,
as Walter Benjamin argues, is uniquely endowed with the gifts of harmony, authenticity, and

68 In the essay, “Mousike techne: Philosophical Practice of Music in Plato, Nietzsche, and Heidegger,”

Babich
discusses the music of philosophy and argues that Plato considered philosophy the highest form of music.
Chapter Four: Aurality (East Africa)
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originality.69
The architectonics of African cultures are built on aurality, which is an important part of
African daily life as it is in other cultures since aurality’s link to vision amblifies the ambiance.
Listening to sound, in the form of words and music, gives full meaning to human existence as it
enables accurate reception, interpretation, and response. It is the essence of messaging and
effective communication. The experience of understanding, evaluating, and remembering is
crucial to both consciousness and intellect.
Listening is especially important in tribal culture, which is based on music and oral
narratives. This makes the acoustic environment crucial since hearing is necessary for
conversation. In the days before microphones and other modern acoustic technologies, both natural
and artificial soundscapes had to be captured somehow by performers of music, poetry, and
traditional narratives. Among the tribal Luo of East Africa, teenage boys and girls received their
training in listening during afternoon and evening storytelling sessions in a siwindhe, the house of
a grandmother. The architecture of a siwindhe provided a great aural environment. Due to the
location and timing of the storytelling sessions, every texture of sound was made accessible,
enabling the hearing of an ensemble of sounds and ultimately soundscapes.
A siwindhe is constructed like a theatre where aural sensations are accentuated. It is round
and has a staging area at the center from which intelligibly articulated sounds circulate throughout
the room. When the Luo sing or recite poetry, the music touches and connects to the heart, the
spirit, and the mind, bringing to the surface wishes, desires, memories, and unconscious forces,
each with a very firm grip. Their choice of poetry or music aligns with the atmosphere, and the

69 Walter Benjamin defined aura as an ephemeral thing attached to the original object at a specific location.
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music undoubtedly enhances their spiritual growth.
The energy from the sound surrounds the listeners, affecting and augmenting their mood.
Both in terms of form and meaning, the attentive human energy of aura interacts with the music,
while, in turn, the entire environment of both sound and space then gives rise to emotional
qualities, such as joy or anxiety.
Music may be ephemeral, but not the aura of the costumes worn by the Luo musicians and
poets during their performances. A unique aura surrounds each ritual object, while being as much
about the artifact as it is about an indefinable “something” that is beyond it. This quality of being
“more” is articulated in detail by both Tonino and Böhme in their studies of aura and atmosphere,
but it also finds more immediate, express support in African musical tradition.
In Africa, this “being more” is also epistemic since in traditional settings musicians, griots,
and poets serve as historians, biographers, and indispensable sources of social knowledge.
According to D.A. Masolo, Luo poetry and music in the form of dirges can offer both pedagogy
and entertainment to the listener (368). With a subtly interactive pakruok70(or praise) as their
accompaniment, they then become logged, to some extent, in the conscience of the people (Masolo
367).71 Unlike visual art that has received more scholarly attention, particularly the Luo art of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is the music of the Luo that reveals the true genius of their
culture. Not only does a Luo dirge rely on various artifacts of its community’s shared material
culture―such as feathered costumes, drums, lyres, lutes, harps, and other instruments exhibited in
museums―it also relies on sound, voices, and other elements of their aesthetic imagination.

70 A Luo word meaning praise. Among the Luo people a song and dance entertainment that involved praising

someone is common.
71 Masolo points out that the articulation of the African conscience

transformation of culture.

is why music plays a major role in the
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The reception of Luo singing elsewhere in the world is, to a degree, marginalized by the
simple fact that they do not use any form of musical notation and, perhaps, by the fact that there is
also an assortment of natural (or ambient) sounds in their performances. In an attempt to broaden
the appeal of his Luo songs, the musician Ayub Ogada tried to tweak the sound of his song,
“Kothbiro” (“The rain is coming”), to Western pitch formation (Masolo 352),72 while retaining its
Luo cultural appeal. In this way, he created something fresh; he succeeded by being brave. Too
often, imagination in modern African cultures is negated by the fear of being accused of primitivity
and by a false belief in the so-called “aesthetic rationality.”
What is lost in all this dubious debate, however, is the reality of the wide variety of the
human sensibility, whether currently or historically, and the attendant reality that traditional
African music, on its own, is stunningly varied, drawing from the past and present, from a wide
array of cultures, languages, politics, and everyday sources. As Masolo suggests,
At the traditional level, music and dance enjoyed a central role in the articulation of social
events, both sacred and secular, happy and sad alike. . . . These traditional roles for African
music continue today, where it has been incorporated into the regular school curricula in
some countries but also into the retinue of official performances at high-level political
gatherings. (368)
African mode of thought is governed by emotion to which music and dances are integral. Music is
part entertainment, part a medium of reason, and a “poetic form of self-identification” (Masolo
369).
Folk music appeals not only to the senses but also to the conscience. It feeds off the

72 Also see Erlmann 31.
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imagination of people who possess spirited abilities; people with a core-essence who can activate
and use music to mediate ideas that, for a long time, have remained in memory and still need to be
revived. This idea of memory (or even “folk memory”) as an archive that remains subject to
retrieval is emphasized by Michel Maffesoli, who observes that memory is an element of an
unconscious history that emerges when the need for it is felt (14). When this retrieval occurs, focus
must be placed squarely on both orality as a qualitative expression of ideas and aurality as a shared
hearing of those same ideas.
Aurality enables us to have a dialogue and then invest that dialogue with meaning so we
can learn and be entertained by music and other forms of sounds. But unlike visual arts such as
film, painting, or sculpture that involve color and perspective, aural arts such as music at times
incorporate little beyond the performance of its various elements of sound. In terms of the intuitive
aesthetics of this well-shaped sound in space, music immediately transcends and redefines the
traditional rift between “object” and “subject,” for both musical sound and lyrics surround the
listener and penetrate him or her rather than, in reverse, being surrounded by the listener. In the
end, then, tapping into the listener’s conscious and unconscious resources, each new act of hearing
makes use of a newly reconfigured memory as its pedagogical stage set, so that even a ceremonial
folk song, such as “Kothbiro,” is, in a way, just a history of acoustics.

2. Affect: Unique
The difficulty in capturing the human experience of aurality in the widest sense―i.e., when
it includes Benjamin’s idea of aura―is real for it is the various visual media, such as photography,
painting, and sculpture, that offer the most accessible, yet always incomplete, representations of
aura. In particular, photography can capture images but not one’s unseen “aural” feelings. For this
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reason, aura should not be confused with the medium, style, or technique of the artwork. Aura is
not visual, or it is not merely visual but rather it somehow, inexpressibly, completes the identity
and character of an artifact. Like an innate or essential life force, aura is in the artifact; it is a
spiritual energy arising from the artifact that can rub off on someone and that can, at times, help
to create an atmosphere. Inseparable from the ultimate artwork and its history, aura can also serve,
at times, as a creator of ambiance. It is important to note that technology can be employed, in a
variety of ways, to enhance or recreate aura. As Walter Benjamin suggests in “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” technology can stimulate the atmospheric quality of photoportraiture, by, for instance, aping the effects of painting. In other words, aura is, surprisingly, in
the object and subject at the same time rather than being in the staging or atmosphere of the object.
Most scholars think of aura as irreplaceable; it stands for authenticity and history, and, in
many cases, it is linked to emotion. Yet, viewed with nostalgia, aura can also manifest as ambiance.
It is common for one to be nostalgic about certain artworks, partly those with which they have had
a history. Nostalgia and aura are close but separate even when they can, sometimes, be experienced
at the same time. Nostalgia does not often diminish while aura does. While viewing or
experiencing a work of art, one could also feel a wistful longing as they do for one’s place of birth,
or for where one grew up, or for cultural practices one was enmeshed in during a certain period in
one’s early life.
In his “Work of Art” essay, Benjamin argues that aura is revealed, first and foremost, in
photography, although it also comes into play in painting and in sculpture. He suggests that aura
can be artificially enhanced through the use of technology. He makes the argument that while there
could be diminution of aura, that is not necessarily bad if, at the same time, the use of technical
devices can setup for a favorable ideological spin.
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Benjamin’s argument has a Marxist resonance. The way the image is now being circulated
to a bigger segment of the viewing population is valuable, since that it is more widely copied and
widely viewed, it also helps its wider and more inclusive audience to re-live, in some way, a
historical era, past or present, and also allows its new viewers to experience that historical period
despite its imaginariness. As Maffesoli says, “The imaginary is the sine qua non of all life in
society” (7). In fact, a widely seen image, in any location, whether it be in front of the viewers or
in their minds, not only becomes a symbol, but also a representation of the zeitgeist. It can serve
as a memorial, a historical tribute discerned from a Gestalt effect, because it allows us to
vicariously experience “the general atmosphere of the moment” (Maffesoli 7).
When we are able to transfer and, at the same time, enhance aura—i.e. moving beyond the
traditional subject/object dichotomy, we begin to see aura as something that should never be
objectified and subjectified. This view differs from Herman Schmitz’s radical idea of complete
“desubjectification of feelings” (81). This view that aura transcends the “subject/object”
dichotomy also differs from Benjamin’s argument that the new photographic technology allows
for the transfer of aura from the original to the copies and Adorno’s argument that aura can be
transferred to the subject, or actor. The quaint “irreconcilable” division of “subject” and “object”
in European thought is one that should be set aside. As for our photographs, they are merely not
reproduced or objectified images to identify with, even if their multiplicity would arguably deprive
them of aura. The Luo Visual History Project at the Pitt Rivers Museum at Oxford University is
an exhibition exploring roughly 350 historical photographs from the collection of the historian
E.E. Evans-Pritchard. The photographs were taken from 1902 to 1936 in the era of British colonial
rule in Kenya. They depict the culture and political organization of the Luo in the area around Lake
Victoria, along its northeast shore. As shown in figure 54, the photographs, which chart the history
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of the Luo people, include portraits of administrative chiefs, as well as images of funeral
ceremonies, such as Tero Buru. There are also photos depicting nature and the atmosphere
common at the time. The exhibition, curated by Gilbert Oteyo, an archeologist and cultural
historian from the National Museums of Kenya, succeeded in bringing back to life the era’s
zeitgeist, the spirit of the past.
The images chosen by Oteyo also probed the rhythm of the early twentieth century in
Luoland. One can argue that the cultural aura of the time―the aura that Walter Benjamin discusses
in his “Work of Art” essay―is remade in each visual representation. The images here are given
meaning by their historical and sociological contexts, which are memorialized in a way that
inspires nostalgia. Sometimes, this is evident in the costumes, such as the feather headdress and
shield used in the Tero Buru ceremony (see fig. 61), or in traditional Congo sculptures like
Maangaka (see fig. 59), a roughly textured expression of raw power. Any attempt to reproduce
artifacts like these would diminish their aura, and yet a proper staging of this figure that somehow
succeeded in recreating its mirror image would probably not diminish its ambiance.
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Fig. 57. Mangaaka Power Figure. 19th Century. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/320053. This large, roughly textured sculpture manifests raw power.

Moreover, these photographs and sculptures have both voice and visibility (Masolo 355).73
As part of the Luo’s material culture, the images of sculptures―which include human figures,
costumes, musical instruments, and objects used by dancers―along with the recordings of Luo
performances, attract crowds at the Pitt Rivers Museum and generate enthusiasm in an ambient
fashion.
Each of the photographic copies might be said to have its own individual aura, separate
and apart from the original. Writing of some of the early photographs in the late nineteenth century,
Benjamin asserts, “[T]here was an aura about them, a medium that lent fullness and security to
their gaze even as it penetrated that medium. . . . They sought to simulate the atmospheric qualities
of early photographic portraiture by aping the effects of painting” (qtd. in Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura
170).74 Aura exhibits itself in the interweaving of space and time, as well as in its own uniqueness,
authenticity, and originality. Based in perception, these qualities also gain support from art objects
that are able to span temporal or physical distances (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura 172). That is to say,
the “aura stage” of art occurs when artworks are entangled with any of the rituals and ceremonies
that give meaning to those works of art.
One of the limitations in Benjamin’s argument is that he excludes the art of music in his
“Work of Art” essay. Instead, however, we have Adorno’s more widely inclusive idea that the
materials of culture, among them works of music, are commodified in such a way as to meet

73 In the essay “Social Features of Popular Music in Kenya,” Masolo argues that traditional African arts have been

granted a voice, though a weaker one, by scholars steeped in the Western mode of artistic representation (355).
74 See also Rollins, “Understanding Walter Benjamin’s Concept of Aura.”
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economic, social, and political needs rather than aesthetic ones. The commodification of culture is
achieved through a new form of “staging”; and, thus, under its new “spotlights” and “flood lights,”
aura, too, has become a staged experience that is no longer authentic. Adorno is right to say that
musical performance presents us with a unique cultural context or stage offering us a chance to
engage in an aural analysis in the manner of Benjamin. This is the case since music—like film,
dance, or theater—is invariably expressed in time and space. Spatially, the stage of aura is cultural,
which means that it is based on material culture, but it can also be social, in which case it is seen
as being invested in the artist. This is true, for instance, of the aura of the early photographic art
that Benjamin discusses in his “Little History of Photography,” an essay he wrote before the “Work
of Art” essay (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura 169) where he looks at the issue of whether or not the aura
of the original can be transferred to its copy. As for artists, they can acquire an even greater auralike quality since they can become the center of focus if they succeed in enhancing their celebrity.
As the philosopher Georges Didi-Huberman suggests, Benjamin’s choice of the word
“aura” to describe this “quality of the subjects of early photographs” was metaphorical; as it
happens, this choice was strongly influenced by its popularity as a term among late-nineteenthcentury photographers: “Photographers of this period occasionally use the [word “aura”] to
describe an accidental by-product of their craft: the strange spectral shapes occasionally appearing
in prints made with the wet-plate collodion process” (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura 170).75 Yet, these
“photo-auras” or “spectral shapes” only appear, little by little, over time (or in history) as we begin
to perceive very slight changes in the chemistry of the print; the “photo-aura” of that era was quite
different from either an ambiance or an atmosphere, each of which appears more or less

75 For more on the discussion of auras, see Meyer,

Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria 91ff.
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immediately to our senses via our awareness of the conditions prevailing in or around the photo as
a work of art. This entire sensory or aesthetic process of interweaving space and time is what
Heidegger calls presencing and it is central, for instance, to sound recording (Meyer, Parsifal’s
Aura 170), yet it is, perhaps, somewhat debatable to think of it as a historical process.

Fig. 58. Nyatiti. Tribal Arts & Music, tribalarts.org/products/lyre-nytiti-luo-tribe-from-western-kenya.

3. Sonic Ambiance
Etymologically, “aural” is an adjective, referring to sonic perception, and comes from the
Latin word for the “ear,” auris. A musician’s aural skills, for instance, might refer to his or her
ability to identify notes, intervals, and melodies only by hearing them rather than having to see
them written out on sheet music. An aural tradition is sonic, not imaginary (“Aural/Oral”), and so
philosophy, as the highest form of music, is manifested via aurality. Take Richard Wagner’s music
as a case in point. In many ways, the initial recording of Wagner’s opera Parsifal in 1882 was
unique and perhaps even sacralized in its subject matter and its reputation (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura
151). “Parsifal was invested with a character similar to the sense of embodied distance that
Benjamin called aura” (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura 151).
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Stephen Meyer sees aura not as surrounding a site or an object but “saturating” it with a
“supernatural presence” or an “illuminating” spiritual grace (Parsifal’s Aura 151). These anointed
qualities distinguish aura from both ambiance and atmosphere, which are defined as things (or
lesser qualities) that surround the object and generate positive or negative emotions. Aura is
characterized by the feeling of awe and, to some extent, the feeling of the sublime. The aesthetic
or emotional choices are dialectic but need not be: something can be awful or awesome, attractive
or unattractive. What is key, then, is that aura is able to strike at the soft spot at the center of one’s
awareness.
This issue of proportionality goes to the very core of human systems. Both our psychology
and physiology are built on proportion and are prone to patterns, melodies, harmonics, and
rhythms. Melodies and harmonics, of course, are quite normal things in music. However, noise
and other ambient sounds are somewhat rebellious with respect to any seeming “need” for
harmony, just as fractals are somewhat rebellious with respect to any desire for pattern. Many
ambient sounds are uneven in texture and, thus, are best banished to the background where they
can be ignored. But even if they do recede to the background, this will not necessarily deprive
them of their power to upend order, rhythm, pattern, and harmony. Thus, sound recording, in light
of its silencing of ambient sound, can be seen as “the fruit of . . . the impulse toward a fully
transcendent work of art, the realization of the invincible theater” (Meyer, Parsifal’s Aura 151).
This realization or knowledge also suggests that aura and ambiance may be available everywhere,
including in the imagination. From the point of view of form, this understanding may succeed in
negating the view that art is only a material expression; and, at the same time, it is why Stephen
Meyer writes of the creation of aura as an act of imagination (Parsifal’s Aura 151).
Musical listening is a way of transcending the resistance of time and space (materialism),
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while ambient sounds might be said to be as transcendent as melodies are universal. Ambient
sounds are transcendent because of their oddity and pervasiveness. Their oddity makes ambient
sounds attractive to one’s attention. The fact that such sound is uneven or unforeseen, unwanted
or unsanctioned, seems captivating regardless of whether the occasion for its performance is, for
example, a ritual, a concert, a murmuration of swallows, or a five-alarm fire at a conservatory of
music. Paul Hegarty insightfully claims, “When music is central to ritual, to sanctioned
transgression, [in essence] it is . . . not music: it is the noise that [in time] will . . . be excised in the
same way that, for Bataille, we move cemeteries and abattoirs to the outskirts of towns” (Hegarty
7).
Both Nyatiti and Ohangla music make present or recall the past; against the train of thought,
they narrate the history of the Luo as a cohesive social community by planting a life-affirming
image in the minds of listeners. Insofar as these kinds of music craft and help to spread a positive
image of the Luo, they qualify as “ambient” and, to a degree, serve as a means of transcending
social, political, cultural, and geographical limitations by enabling the imagination and by forming
or enhancing social and cultural ties, both new and old. This same kind of gift of “musical
presence” is immediately evident in Ayub Ogada’s “Kothbiro.”
As I, the author of this essay, listens to the music of my Luo community, far off in Kenya,
to a song entitled “Kothbiro” (“The rain is coming”), the implied or intimated sound of the rain
begins to lessen and then dissolve the limitation of physical distance between me and my people
on the northeast shore of Lake Victoria. Long after I initially left them, I now re-engage intuitively
with the culture of the Luo and feel as if I were again a part of them. In other words, I have joined
with them here, once more, through sounds, and in so doing, I am reviving or refashioning―like
a nesting weaver bird or a sculptor—tree by tree or yien by yien―a familiar world, complete with

232

the forms and events of its long history that invoke or are invoked by, the meaning of the words
“The rain is coming” (Kothbiro). I am, thus, engaged, once more, in the memories or reminiscences
through which my subtly varied identities are fashioned socially and historically and which form
the intimate basis on which we make our everyday decisions (Masolo 372).

4. Performance: Participatory Emotion
A good musical performance becomes a patterned social context within which things
happen (Masolo 368), in this instance, things pertaining to the audience reaction to it. This reaction
is the more or less immediate outcome of our reason, sense, and sensibility. This phenomenon is
especially important in Africa because music, there, is quite often an intimate or indivisible part of
everyday life that, through rhythm and dance, influences the invention and discovery of knowledge
(Masolo 368), and does so in a way that is somewhat similar to what Léopold Sédar Senghor,
Senegal’s poet-and-philosopher-president, termed “participatory emotion” (Masolo 360).
Although Senghor’s view of aesthetics is partly defensible, specifically on the emotive aspect of
African art, its flaws are apparent in his essentialism: the erroneous suggestion that African artists
can only be emotional and not rational at the same time.
It should be clear that good nyatiti76 performers do more than entertain. They also act as
the conscience of the Luo and articulate the transformation of their societies. They even raise
awareness and are able to arouse the imaginative and emotional experience of the Luo ethnic

76 Nyatiti is a 5 to 8 string instrument like a lyre, but native to the Luos. It is considered feminine, and its name is

translated as “daughter of the clan,” so only men were traditionally allowed to play it. This gender-specific role has
changed, and women are now playing Nyatiti. The change started in early 2000s when Eriko Mukoyama, a
Japanese musician who now goes by her Luo stage name, Anyango, which means female born in the morning
when the sun shines, went to Kenya to learn Nyatiti. Mukoyama, born in Tokyo, trained to play Nyatiti under a
specialist, Okumu K’Orengo, in a small village in western Kenya, in 2004-5. She became the first recognized female
player of Nyatiti and since then local Kenyan women have followed in her footsteps.
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group. “For performing these functions, nyatiti remains the music of the Luo. It remains the basic
influence on Luo guitar-based musicians” (Masolo 373). In comparison to Luo guitar music, nyatiti
has changed little of its own style and socio-cultural function, and yet it remains popular as well
as at the center of what it means to be a Luo with respect to music.
Ayub Ogada’s nyatiti-based song “Kothbiro” is a new instance of subtly reimagined
traditional music that continues to follow the path laid down by an evolving Luo culture that
continues to borrow from its neighbors. Perhaps, the closest parallel, for me, is how Nietzsche held
Richard Wagner’s music in high regard. Nietzsche described classical music as the core of his
being, but also thought that it is only a mode of appearance and not reality (Birth of Tragedy xv
[1967]); and not unlike Schoenberg, he endorsed a theory in which music is an “immediate
language of the will” (Birth of Tragedy 79 [1967]), one that gives form to the human spirit.
The nyatiti can accompany other Luo instruments, or even be jiggled to create percussion,
thereby modifying the mood of an occasion. Its warm yet, at times, buzzing pluck sound has played
a major role in Luo music over the years. The nyatiti is played with fingertips and held in a
sideways or horizontal position during a performance. The lyre-type instrument is nearly three feet
long and has either a round carved wood (from a fig tree) or round calabash resonator that is
covered in cow skin. In ancient Greece, the lyre was a symbol of wisdom and moderation, and
similarly the nyatiti not only reflects the diffusion of this philosophic tradition by way of Luo
migration from the ancient Nile Valley (“Luo”) but also the Aristotelian model of proportionality.
The Luo technique for playing the nyatiti corresponds with the pictorial evidence that remains of
how the ancient Greek lyre was played.
In recent years, Ogada played an important role in introducing the sound of the nyatiti to a
global audience. He modified his own nyatiti so as to be able to play an assortment of natural
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sounds when he plays solo music and collaborates with other artists. In “Kothbiro” and on the
album En Mana Kuoyo, Ogada mixes the nyatiti with drums, guitars, and electric pianos to create
an urbane and transcendent ambient music, which “[reveals] something significant about how
cultural change is coded and experienced” (Masolo 373). This mild modification of the nyatiti
should be understood as an uprooting or an overcoming of space-and-time limitations, one that
defines, or redefines, the nature and quality of the experience of listening to Luo music. A new
compromise aesthetic, thus, emerges from Ogada’s slight amendment of the nyatiti and his subtle
and supple fusion of tradition and modernity; the amendment creates a new form of Luo music
that begins, even if minimally, to skirt the more open-ended crossbred aesthetic of world music,
yet still retains a strong link to tradition.
When one is faced with the sound of his voice, the musical experience is haunting and
beautifully sparse. There is a natural feel to it—authentic. As one listens to his “Kothbiro,” it
soothes and enriches one’s being. Some of the ambient feeling that arises from his version of this
Luo chant derives from its use of birdsong, animal calls, and the sounds of children playing, which
is why Ogada’s “Kothbiro” has become so popular. His “Kothbiro” has now been sampled, for
instance, by choirs, ensembles, and musicians worldwide, including Kanye West. With a growing
number of recordings of the nyatiti, it is now becoming easier to overcome the limitation of
distance and to stimulate or stage the kind of aura and ambiance embedded in the essence of this
musical instrument of the Luo.

5. Orality: Soundscape of the Moment
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As a shared atmospheric experience, ambient music brings people from different cultures
together. At times only sparely or vanishingly rhythmic, “Kothbiro” expresses an aspect of an
African rural life that is most often distant to those of us in cities. There are natural sounds and
instrumentals with affective value. The array of ambient and less ambient sounds both in the
foreground and background are easily discernible. A weak sound filter allows background noises
and other irregular sounds to emerge, blend in, and even foreground themselves. If you listen very
carefully, its authenticity is unmistakable, with no faux-sound marks to create the impression
sound simulated by computers. This authenticity is why Kothbiro became the soundtrack of The
Constant Gardener, a movie filled with a cacophony―authentic ambiance in a carnivalesque
form. You may even hear three voices at the same time, which is liberating.
Benjamin famously described aura as a feeling of distance, while pointing to the role of
the copy or the print―whether of a photo-image or an engraving―in eliminating this perceived
gap between self and other. Yet, with the music of the nyatiti, the aura is attenuated not only in the
reproduction but also in the invisibility and ordinariness of the music. In contrast to modern
aesthetics where people can reflexively encounter a landscape that, in part, has been forming their
selfhood, the environmentalization of music brings together the person and the landscape, making
it impossible to distinguish where the feeling of the person ends and where the mood or the
atmosphere begins.
This diminution of aura is sometimes considered as a symptom or as a part of a wider
social transformation. It has been looked upon as a move away from aesthetic reflection and
towards an unthinking stupidity. Indeed, this move to a “world beyond thinking” seems to occur
especially in the case of the music of Ogada or Brian Eno, each of which incorporates aspects of
the environment, the landscape, ambient sound, and everyday human activities. For example, as
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Ogada sings “The rain is coming” and plays the nyatiti in the Gardener, viewers see the animals
trek home, a score of birds fly past, the dust rises into the sky, and waves lap the shore of a river.
As the children walk along the rail line, clouds, thick with rain, hang over the horizon. The voiceover is haunting and at times melancholic; it is the lyrics that turn your head; they are a warning
from an elder to a young woman named Auma. The wise one warns her of imminent danger, that
of heavy rainfall, and asks her to bring the cattle home now that rain is on the way. Kothbiro is
different from the praise songs for which the nyatiti is known. Part of the shock of Ogada’s song
is the way has modified his instrument, adding three more notes to the original five for maximum
flexibility, and he is now able to play an incredibly haunting sound.
The death of focused listening has been a recurring theme in postwar Europe and the United
States that dominates the writings of avant-garde artist composers, such as John Cage, who was
fascinated by experimentation and the “sound” of silence, as well as the writings of more
traditional modernist critics such as Adorno, who was defending the classical music concert
tradition. At the same time that they often sought to explore the sound qualities of objects that
were not expressly musical, such thinkers also saw popular music as being antithetical to
concentrated listening. It is arguable, for instance, that Ogada’s “Kothbiro,” subtly rooted in the
landscape, falls into the modernist category that John Cage inhabits, since Ogada’s voice and
nyatiti playing in this song are accompanied by ambient sounds, either human or natural, which
allow the listener to observe nature or his or her surroundings. What is clear, then, in this song, is
the holism of the wider musical image that it evokes. The emphasis for us, here, is on listening,
studying, and contemplating objects, natural sounds, and sonorizing narratives.
These soundscapes that are harnessed to traditional artistic ends call to mind a vision of
J.M.W. Turner insistently painting his skies and seascapes; yet even though Ogada’s work retains
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a measure of deliberateness, he is appealingly free of the macho schtick that can find its way, here
and there, into nyatiti music. His aural work, especially “Kothbiro,” resembles a painting of graywhite clouds overlaying a rugged landscape.
Aside from the movie The Constant Gardener, “Kothbiro” appears in Kanye West’s
“Yikes” and in a Guinness advertisement entitled “Guinness-Air Postman.” In the latter, along
with the music, birds fly in a circle of light, then an aircraft flies over miles of dryland, only to
send the dust into the air as it lands with crates of beer. A bar scene at the close of the
advertisement—where friends pass time drinking, chatting, and laughing, until the sound fades—
is a perfect representation of hospitality and ambiance.
It is also the kind of ambiance one finds in a new collection of South African sounds by
George Vlad and Daan Hendricks. The pair went to Mmabolela, a private game reserve by the
border of South Africa with Botswana. Once they arrived, in the summer of 2016, they became
immersed in and recorded the sonic ambiances of the savanna. In one chance recording, they
captured the sounds of birds, frogs, crickets, baboons, and spotted bushbucks. Vlad and Hendricks
left their sound equipment at strategic locations in open fields for hours at a time, so it could record
the stories of wildlife.
The locations included water holes surrounded by trees and patches of greenery, dry
savanna grassland with thorny shrubs, and dry riverbeds with excellent acoustics for geese and
ibises. Happily, Vlad and Hendricks were able to record the rich chorus of dawn and dusk, crystal
clear morning and afternoon ambiances, and clear yet muted nightscapes. The outcome of these
chance recordings was the re-creation of the soundscape of the moment, the atmosphere that drives
wildlife to run, feed, mate, and fly while making those who listen to these sounds think of the
entire social life of nature.

238

The ambient music of nature is gaining an audience. It is therapeutic and allows one to
relax while listening to the exotic, or familiar, sound of winds, birds, insects, and other wildlife of
the savanna. Even without being there, one starts to imagine the atmosphere that surrounds not
merely an era, but a magnificent, timeless existence, a rising sun or sunset, light or heavy rains, or
steep waterfalls on inaccessible rivers. Thus, it may be premature to talk of what Adorno calls
“deconcentration”77 genuinely taking over considering the renewed interest in ambient music,
often from African wildlife and traditional communities. “Deconcentration is a perceptual activity
which prepares the way for forgetting and sudden recognition of mass music,” says Adorno (49),
which is why there is less appreciation for artistic conformity—sameness—that is characteristic of
fetishism. As products of capitalism, mass produced art lacks creativity and uniqueness, which
Benjamin can tolerate so long as it makes art useful for a political agenda while Adorno cannot.
But the fact that topography is now being emphasized and nature is playing a role in the imaginary
makes it look like there is a new era of modernism occurring in the world.

6. Frame
Walter Benjamin believes that the aura of the original work of art continues to serve as
historical evidence that authenticates the work of art and gives it authority (“Work of Art” 4). This
aura is diminished in a reproduced artwork, Benjamin argues, though the problem may begin with
his terminology. Tonino Griffero defines aura as an “irreducible qualia,” while Gernot Böhme
refers to it, interchangeably, as an “atmosphere” and as “something more” (Griffero, Atmospheres

77 Adorno uses the term “deconcentration” to mean uniqueness or making music or any art less standardized

because standardization, a function of mass production, only commoditizes art, and that disincentivizes active
listening and creativity. Adorno’s Marxist beliefs leads him to be concerned about fetishism treats art like a
commodity with an exchange-value, thus alienating from producer to consumer.
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4, 5). The confusion might be avoided by simply defining it as an ambiance or an “attuned space”
(Böhme, Aesthetic of Atmospheres 2) because this last definition, above all, speaks to its spatial
character. While we recognize the embeddedness of aura in the materialism of art, it is not clear
that aura is “never entirely separated from its ritual function” (“Work of Art” 4) as Benjamin
argues. An artwork might have more than one function, which would require guesswork for
Benjamin’s definition to work in some situations.
It is also important to recognize, however, that the issue is not that aura is a mere shorthand
for the uniqueness and originality of an artifact—qualities that command respect from observers,
nor is it a shorthand for its repeatability (Böhme, Aesthetic of Atmospheres 99). What is more, the
argument that aura can never be separated from the artifact also runs into other problems: advanced
modern reproduction technologies are increasingly able to make a copy appear to be―or, at least,
work as―the original, whether these reproductions are copies of sounds or images. For instance,
today’s voice-activated recorders have a high-quality reproduction capacity that captures and
preserves the special aura of a unique live performance (Meyer 155).
Etymologically, the spatial character of aura and ambiance dates back to ancient Greek and
Latin in the eighteenth century, when it was first used to mean “auris” or ear, the organ of hearing
that is also key to perception. By the nineteenth century, it was associated with elements of the
environment such as air, wind, and breath. This connotation continued in Middle English but with
a twist. In that era, a certain feeling tone was added to the initial meaning of a gentle breeze or a
breath of fresh air. This is where the idea of ambiance comes in, since it is a feeling created by the
environment, especially a hospitable atmosphere. The term continued to evolve and by the end of
the nineteenth century, ambiance came to be used in a spiritualist sense of cleansing, renewal, and
rebirth. In some modern religious circles, one now describes an aura as a subtle (yet speculative)
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emanation around the body. It is only in the late twentieth century that aura, ambiance, and
atmosphere became more or less synonymous.
There are many examples of this synonymous usage of aura, ambiance, and atmosphere.
For instance, in 1928, French writer Léon Daudet equated ambiance with aura, although his focus
was on ambiance. He wrote that ambiance permeates space and time. A decade later, Daudet’s
article would form the basis of Benjamin’s 1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” in which he described aura as a unique and unrepeatable atmosphere of an instant
of authentic life (6). For Leo Spitzer, on the other hand, the word “ambiance” dates back to the
time of Old French when it meant “milieu” as in the Latin phrase medius locus. In the domain of
mathematics, “ambiance” was widely used to mean a “middle location” after Isaac Newton showed
that when particles of light end up in air or water, they are drawn to the particles within that
medium due to an attractive force between them. At times, in the arts and sciences, ambiance as a
“medium” may be seen as nothing more than the gist, or the essence of something (a sweet spot,
so to speak), a median or an ambient medium (Carnevali 172).
While the idea of ambiance was later applied to the environment of a body or a life form
as interest shifted to biology and ecology, nineteenth-century realist and naturalist writers extended
the use of the idea to the cultural realm, linking it to life and nature, while examining, at the same
time, the conditions of human existence (Carnevali 172). Thus, the French writer Honoré de Balzac
explored its topology and the harmonious relationship between the physical and social
environment, seeing it as the source of what shapes the human subject, while the novelist Zola
explored the workings of the senses and the intellect under the influence of surrounding
circumstances (Carnevali 188).
In her 2006 essay “Aura and Ambiance: Léon Daudet Between Proust and Benjamin,”
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Barbara Carnevali argues that ambiance is the subjective allure of a subliminal aesthetics that
blends different emotions or experiences, such as euphoria, whereas aura, in her view, is an
indefinable occult substance. As Daudet suggests, aura, mood, ambiance, and atmosphere are
synonymous to some extent (171-173). In my view, however, I look at ambiance as being more
tailored to the subject, or the individual, specifically the viewer’s body, rather than being tailored
to the object, or artifact, itself without being intimate.
Carsten Friberg adds more qualities to ambiance by rightfully arguing that ambiance is not
only what surrounds us but what we are within (Friberg 671). To that I would add that ambiance
is what we feel comfortable inside of, once we are enveloped in it. This is different, however, from
what merely envelops us. While ambiance surrounds us, it is less intimately enveloping than
atmospheres (Friberg 671).78According to Friberg atmosphere is “felt to be more directly in the air
than is the case with ambiance” (672) and because of that aerial link atmosphere, unlike ambiance,
is environmental.
In the context of the environment, an atmosphere remains outside of us rather than ever
entering the realm of ambiance within us. Says Friberg, “The tense or sad atmosphere is of course
not in the air in the same way as climatic elements. However, we feel the atmosphere in a room or
in the air, and it is very important to emphasize how we encounter something which is not merely
[a] psychological projection” (672). Like aura, atmosphere, too, is non-objective; it is a set of
conditions we respond to and that are revealed in their association with metaphorized elements of
the environment. One responds to them perceptively or feels them in the moment without “aural”
sentimentality.

78 On this point my view directly contradicts Friberg. See Friberg “Hermeneutics of Ambiance” (671).
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On the basis of etymological research, ambiance has been seen, over time, as being more
spatial, as it often deals with a feeling that can be described as appropriately hospitable and
circumstances that are proper, fitting, or suitable, even fulfilling. What is fitting and thus makes
one feel good is not only spatiality but also it is timely. Time and space are dynamic elements of
culture, and ambient culture is also dynamic. It captures the spirit of an era. In the case of the South
African music scene, for instance, the spirit of a rural sonic ambiance may differ from that of an
urban landscape or setting. In the same way, a nyatiti song of fifty years ago is different from one
that is now being played in Fez or Nairobi.
Take for instance “Air Postman,” the Guinness video advertisement featuring the song
“Kothbiro”; it is very much designed to convey a sense of friendship and camaraderie in the rural
Africa of the 1960s or early 1970s, and it succeeds. The video starts late in the evening, in an
unnamed African location, with a middle-aged man in a rural airport depot office talking in a low
raspy, accented voice about his friend named Udeme. Accompanied by the sounds of a nyatiti, the
voice-over of the man in a light-blue work uniform begins as he extols the virtues of Udeme and
his love for flying:
(a nyatiti plays, while Udeme keeps looking at the sky)
My friend Udeme is a great man. When he was a boy, his teacher asked him where he
dreamed of working? (two birds fly)

“There,” he said (the narrator looks at the sky, a voice sings, then a little cargo plane takes
off) . . . and he was good to his dream (the little plane flies over a dry landscape) . . . He
knew that if there’s one thing we have a lot of, it’s sky (the plane lands) . . . big, beautiful
sky.
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(the little plane flies over flat land and then over a ravine)
In the whole of Africa, he couldn’t think of a better place to work (Udeme eats with his
friends in the canteen). . . . So he’d fly further because it meant he’d get to fly longer. . . .
And why not? Up there, the traffic’s not too bad . . . (the little plane flies low in a haze, in
blue sky, and in twilight).

At the end of the day, friendly lights guide him home (at night, the plane flies in low for
an unseen landing). And so, we gather at the bar. “Let the beer see the sky,” he said.
That’s greatness, but, then, there’s a drop of greatness in every man. Yeah . . . (the tables
are lit outside the bar, where Udeme looks at the sky, while friends drink and enjoy
themselves). (“Air Postman”)
“Air Postman” the video spot for a Guinness ad campaign was directed by Nacho Gayan in 2007
and was produced by Stink Films, a global creative network headquartered in London. The video
advertisement got limited exposure, with the music gathering only a few positive comments. It is
not clear why there were so few. The advertisement was meant to promote Guinness beer, yet it
may, in the end, have perpetuated a certain image of Africa that people often equate with
humanitarian work in arid parts of the continent. At the very least, “Air Postman” gives one an
impression that one is “hovering” in an ambient ecology of sky, sound, and dry land. There is a
nice mixture of music, friendship, and the environment with the haunting voice of Ogada and the
melancholy of “Kothbiro” accompanying the dry landscape. The human activity brings back
memories of when I was a correspondent in Africa and covered the lives of refugees from Somalia
and Sudan.
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Like Benjamin’s aura, ambiance is a guiding frame through which we see things, which
means, as humans, we may have less agency than we think. Most of our thoughts, actions, and
responses are either mediated by an environment or an ambiance. In other words, in a way that is
akin to culture, ambiance is a frame or an interior mise-en-scène that can determine the way we
look at life, the way we think and make decisions, and the way we live our individual and collective
lives. Ambiance influences us by quietly playing a mediating role in our unique experience of
culture, space, and time.
This influence may still seem to be a somewhat novel idea, yet I see it as another version
of what scholars of New Phenomenology call a “staging event” or a mise-en-scène that guarantees
the correct balance between one’s outer world and one’s inner world, the physical (or external)
and the psychic (or internal). At times linked to air, ambiance describes a world both physical and
social, one that can be perceived or felt. Whether or not there is an aura present is framed, surely,
by one’s culture as well.
From the standpoint of social anthropology, Roger Scruton aptly defines culture as the
shared customs, habits, behaviors, and artifacts that bring social cohesion; for its part, culture
defines group identity and stakes a claim to social territory (1). While that seemingly is a
comprehensive definition, it is important to be aware, likewise, of cultural dynamism. This
includes what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls the “thoughts that we all share” and the language
through which these ideas are transmitted (“Culture and Media” 171-173). The (imperfect) sharing
of thoughts works in the same way as the (imperfect) sharing of the actuality of perception: namely,
the reality that is more or less common to all, both for the subject and object, or the perceiving one
and the one perceived. There is nothing to suggest that authenticity is a cultural requirement as it
runs the risk of essentialism. Platonic ideality falls flat in the face of cultural dynamism and the
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notion of “conceptual materiality” can be refuted, for the most part, by calling to mind the complex
effects of atmospheric phenomenology.
It is hard to make an argument about the quality of any culture in its historical context
since culture is determined by more than material conditions. While the reigning material and
environmental circumstances shape cultural expression and while the historical context of this
expression should be considered so we can fully understand it, the ephemeral aspects of culture
endlessly challenge, from moment to moment, the socially conditioned nature of form and
meaning, and, thus, these “ephemera” are equally important. Ephemerality is the often unseen
essence of cultural evolution, yet it becomes even more apparent in musical performance, as in
Ayub Ogada’s singing of “Kothbiro.”

Fig. 59. Tero Buru Headdress and Shield. c. 1920. Pitt Rivers Museum,
web.prm.ox.ac.uk/Luo/luo/page/exhibition-ceremonies/index.html.
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Fig. 60. Maasai Woman. Pinterest, uploaded by Marie
King, www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/346706871284590650/.

7. Tradition
The Smithsonian Institution, a federal agency that runs nineteen museums and nine
archives nationwide, was forced to apologize in 2020 for a controversial graphic on view at its
National Museum of African American Culture and History in Washington, D.C., that claimed
that hard work and rational thinking were traits of those with white skin. This unthinking and
dismissible trope implied that other cultures do not value those traits, especially “thinking,” and
so the ensuing uproar was, one might say, entirely foreseeable. Since the beginning of modern
philosophy, it has been understood, after all, that the antidote to thinking has always been emotion,
yet both are necessary.
Léopold Sédar Senghor believed that emotion is a corollary to the arts as a means of
acquiring knowledge and that, for Africans, emotion is contained in rhythm (Diagne, African Arts
as Philosophy 94). Emotion reveals its own “rhythmic attitude,” thereby foregrounding Senghor’s
philosophy of art. The writings of Senghor even seem to have laid the groundwork, in part, for that
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controversial idea of the Smithsonian that “emotion is to African art what reason is to Hellenic
statuary” (Diagne, African Arts as Philosophy 71). In this era, at least, it seems dubious, at best, to
continue to essentialize race, culture, and art, if only because this somewhat unsubtle view has
caused problems of late for the African American Museum of Culture and History. And, yet,
beyond that particular cul-de-sac, it might help, nonetheless, if we were to try to understand
emotion in terms of ambient relations.
Emotion and mood, as interchangeable concepts, are ambient not just in the sense of their
relation to the environment, but in how they sensuously register. In light of how ephemeral they
are as feelings, they also ensure that ambient relations maintain a “correct balance between the
physical (external) and psychic (internal)” (Griffero, Atmospheres 76). This kind of ephemeral
feeling is what Daudet calls ambiance value (Griffero, Atmospheres 76), a value that permeates
space and time to burst equally out of the world (the external) and out of ourselves (the internal).
In that sense, cultural ambiance is more than one thing: it is about relationality, an optimal force
that is not merely physical or cultural but a sensuous, delicate substance that is perceived or felt in
an atmospheric and spiritual fashion. To the extent that ambiance represents what happens during
the contact between our bodies and reality, it manifests emotion and mood, as well as feeling in
the skin or flesh, such as shivers or goosebumps.
For example, the images of the Tero Buru Headdress (see fig. 61), the Nyatiti (see fig. 60),
and the Maasai Warrior (see fig. 62), all evoke ambiance, with the image highlighted by his
elaborate headdress, which has feathers and ornamental jewels. “Body art,” according to Oguda,
“serves as a detailed sign language conveying information about the wearer’s age, achievements
and social standing. Young warriors wear short skirts made of hide or fur, beaded necklaces and
earplugs with special hairstyles or headdresses” (59). The colorful Luo jewelry and body wraps of
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the men and women here represent a close link between the atmosphere of their lives—at times,
austere—and their imaginative, scenic presentation of it. According to Böhme, their “body art”
represents an affective situation that is halfway between sensation and mood (Tavani 131).
Benjamin claims that aura comes from rituals associated with the work of art, yet it tends
to wither in mechanically reproduced art. On the one hand, reproduction can destroy the special
aura in both sound art and visual art. On the other hand, technology has the ability “to capture and
preserve the special aura of unique live performances” (Meyer, “Parsifal’s Aura” 155). Benjamin
embraces reproduction while, at the same time, suggesting that it replaces the “unique existence,”
“tradition,” and “authenticity” of an art object with a mere plurality of copies (“Work of Art”).
Thus, the unique existence of the artwork and its presence in time and space determine its history;
its historical record authenticates it, and, thereby, gives it authority.
This argument equates reproduction with the elimination of the history of a work of art and
presupposes that a system may arise in such a way as to constitute an endpoint in cultural and
political evolution. Thanks to technology, the cult value of art is secularized as a “cult of beauty”
and is ultimately challenged by innovative technical means of production and by the rise of
political extremism. Hence, Benjamin believes the authority of art is undermined by both politics
and an excess of copies since its authority rests on its own historical testimony, which evidences
its authenticity, uniqueness, presence, and tradition, and, thus, ultimately, its aura. At the end of
the day, moving film inhabits the pinnacle of mechanical reproduction because a film is so
expensive to produce that its existence is predicated on the need for the widest possible audience
to see it.
In contrast, painting and sculpture, where copies compete with their originals, the old
values are eliminated. Rather than moaning over the loss of aura, Benjamin chooses to celebrate
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the opportunities offered by the new technology once art has been liberated from what he calls its
“parasitic” dependence on rituals. He is not concerned about the political role of mass culture in
human behavior or about the Freudian technical process of filming, which helps to discover truth
in the hidden spaces of the unconscious. There is no denying that film manipulates these optical
spaces to reveal images beyond the grasp of human perception. This versatility is an advantage in
maintaining or creating and spreading aura beyond its original space and time. To realize the same
result from sculpture requires a similar staging that is best achieved via an installation that
embraces the use of color, light, and sound.
It cannot be said, therefore, that aura is diminished merely because art is deprived of its
traditional space. The world has changed, and classical paradigms no longer hold sway. As Böhme
argues, “We see [things] in a new way . . . the thing that counts is the quality of the impression”
(Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 63). As Theodor Adorno sees it, art is not an instrument for
political control.
It is not persuasive to suggest, as some scholars have, that mechanical reproduction has
liberated art from its ritualistic role. In fact, the cult of beauty is an acknowledgement that art is
still tied to rituals. Artists have sought to create provocative visual references throughout human
history by “siting” themselves and their art objects in such a way that they function as signifiers
of the authenticity of their own cultural roots. This trend will undoubtedly continue, and, partly as
a result of it, celebrity culture has come to dominate modern life. New auras are being created
while old ones are either being perpetuated or reframed. The rituals have only multiplied with the
invention of digital technology, which now keeps viewers, consumers, and participants ever more
attached to the fetish world of social media. For this reason, young people spend hours on Tumblr,
Pinterest, TikTok, and Instagram. Addiction to social media also proves that cultic rituals tied to
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art have only evolved but not ceased entirely. Today’s excessive and garish cult of celebrity is now
aided and abetted by the prevalence of reproduction.
Moreover, aura is not being ruined or destroyed because of its ties to the art object itself
but rather because of its ties to the subject of the oeuvre d’art—i.e., to what the work of art
represents, its symbolism, irrespective of the space and time of its existence. That cultural history
of the art object may not be materialized, but it remains in the unconscious as passive information
that can be summoned or remembered when there is cause.
Individual perceptions differ. Artists use photographs as a basis for composition—think of
Shepard Fairey’s iconic Barack Obama “Hope” poster designed from an Associated Press photo.
It sold more than 300,000 copies, yet the aesthetic effect did not erode. It proved more popular
than the photo by the Associated Press, which was its inspiration. Benjamin’s argument that
reproduction has rendered the original irrelevant is dated in light of George Lucas’s Star Wars
movies which show that aura based on one’s native instincts can be replaced by staged aura.
Technology allows the filmmaker to alter, or even toy with, the psychology of the audience.
Although Benjamin, in his “Work of Art” essay, initially deﬁned aura in a manner that was
premodern or antithetical to technological progress, he later embraced, in the same essay, the
innovative forces that are now revitalizing aura.
Virtual reality, augmented reality, three-dimensional and holographic images are now used
in art exhibitions to simulate emotion and aura. These techniques produce the illusion of the
original’s uniqueness, thereby offering the viewer a more or less “genuine” (yet elusive) presence
in space and time, as well as an empathic connection with art. Benjamin’s antique modern view
does not hold up well even for the medium of skillfully copied engraving, which has been going
on for centuries.
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Audience response to aura may be individual rather than universal, while still drawing its
basis from the history of material culture, though, that kind of aura is limited when the audience
has no traditional link to the ritual involved. However, there are other types of aura as well that are
not tied to tradition but rather to social occasions, beliefs, and hierarchies―the kind of aura the
philosopher Sato associates with everyday activities synonymous with atmospheres and
ambiances.
The media is going virtual so fast. Any available medium mediates something to, or
between, or within a group. In contemporary life computers, and specifically social media, are
changing the definition of community and, thus, of culture. Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram are
now not only entire universes, societies, or communities separate from the traditional face-to-face
communities but also distinct cultures. These platforms are increasingly becoming part of the
aesthetic ecosystem that allows for the mass visual consumption of sculptures and other artistic
genres. These media, or metaverse, are now the root of contemporary culture in part because they
mediate knowledge and thinking. Society is now organized through these media that, then, mediate
human emotion and behavior (Gadamer 182-184).
Yet, even in their mediating role, the media are not original, argues Gadamer, partly
because they are simply signifiers. As a tool of communication, a visual image is simply a low or
high-tech language that may bring a measure of understanding to scientific culture (Gadamer 185).
Since their independence in the 1950s and 1960s, African countries have tried to use images to
construct national cultures as a step towards unity after decades of colonial exploitation of their
ethnic diversity (Hess 17). To an extent, they succeeded—the meaning of tradition or culture in
the current context is no longer assumed to be the exoticism that has dominated Western perception
of Africa.
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For Africans, national culture was renegotiated during the period of nationalism that came
immediately before and after independence. It was meant to promote unity, along with social and
political pride, but instead promoted the Western gaze. This gaze played a role in deciding what is
traditional and authentic in Africa, while “what is not,” in turn, often fell into the problem of
essentialism. The result was an “abstraction and objectification of specific cultures” (Hess 18).
Take for instance, the Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania, the Dogon of Mali, and the Zulu in South
Africa: they are among the few ethnic groups on the continent still considered to be “exotic,
traditional, or authentic” Africans. Not only is this view amount to naïve, reductive stereotyping,
it also is wrong and misguided. The fact is that the nomadic Maasai are now masters at the use of
social media, which allows them to freely keep up with their social norms, including the aural
practices they hold so dear.
This is not to claim that a progressive definition of tradition and culture that takes into
account the historical development of Africa is better, or that it does not still objectify traditional
culture. But rather what Janet Hess calls the “exoticizing gaze of Western anthropology” (142) is
at least minimized, and what we mean by culture then becomes wider in scope and more dynamic
by taking into consideration the ancient and more recent practices of multi-ethnic communities.
Therefore, as an avatar and vehicle of cultural language, the media should not be made into a new
tool to diminish culture “by robbing us of our breath” (Gadamer 188). Having explored the various
definitions of culture, Scruton gives us his own view, which limits its meaning to “high culture”
and defines culture as a “repository of moral knowledge” (ix)79 and “not a repository of factual
information or theoretical truth” (x). Culture is, he argues, a source of “emotional knowledge” and

79 Sutton is elitist and exclusionary in his definition; he defends what he calls the “high culture” of Western

civilization.
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seeks to convey what we might want to “do” and “feel” (Scruton x). This moral and emotional
knowledge is then transmitted via ideas and ideals; “images, narratives and symbols”; the “forms
and rhythms of music”; and the “order . . . and pattern . . . of our built environment” (Scruton x).
Scruton’s argument is partly true when you look at cultural expressions either as group
conventions embodied in life, as contexts in which people live in their everyday lives, or as a space
of dwelling for individual and collective experiences. These are also spaces enveloping and
surrounding perceptive audiences regardless of social, temporal, or geographical differences.
Scruton is not entirely right when he says, “Every culture, therefore, has its roots in religion, and
from this root the sap of moral knowledge spreads through all the branches of speculation and art”
(Scruton x). Indeed, knowledge of culture is important to the extent that it identifies the places or
practices in which it dwells, but, surely, cultures that owe their credence to a variety of social
factors other than religion.

8. Valeur d’Ambiance
The Luo love music and poetry, each of which carry with them both aurality and ambiance.
Their songs, oral narratives, and accompanying musical instruments―such as the nyatiti, orutu,
ohangla, and drums—contain elements of pedagogy. They embrace a culturally sensitive
communication system that emphasizes involvement by a perceptive audience. Songs enable
people to learn, laugh, mourn, and console. As sources of inspiration and tools of communication,
songs speak to the conditions of culture and daily life. For the Luo, music is the bedrock of their
culture: they sing when they work or fight, sing to express hate or love, and sing when a child is
born or death arrives. Singing and dancing are so interwoven into their lives that parties, wakes,
worship, oral narratives, and ceremonies are each accompanied by song and dance.
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One of the most important of these music festivities is Tero Buru, a funerary rite that
translates from Dholuo as “taking the ashes.” Performed to exorcise an evil spirit after the death
of an elder, it is the last rite before the body is washed and buried. The Luo take their rituals for
the dead quite seriously, and their Tero Buru rite is seen as a mark of prestige, or as a theater in
which respect and honor for the deceased is displayed. The higher the status of the deceased, the
more extravagant the funeral rite.
In a sense, it is this intangible and ephemeral “thing,” one that is “additional” to the
materiality of the object, that stands out here. So different from the Kantian thing-in-itself since it
cannot survive on its own but rather is embedded in certain art objects, this “thing” is what Griffero
calls “something more” (Atmospheres 5) or, rather, a “qualia,” the Latin word for a quality of
something that makes one ask, “What is this unique thing?” More precisely, Jean Baudrillard calls
it a valeur d’ambiance or ambiance value.
Think, as well, of the ambiance value of electronic music, of its entire history from its early
days in the 1950s to its later link to black techno music, especially its influence on disco during
the 1970s, hip-hop in the 1980s, and then the current futuristic style. In fact, this music is now not
only about audio but also images, since it is now meant to be seen―the light flares and glints as if
to mimic the sharpness of the sound, until light and sound try to rewrite the senses to create an
atmosphere of ecstasy.
In the case of Tero Buru, drums summon mourners to the homestead of the deceased. Male
family members lead the procession to fight against enemies and evil spirits in the nearest forest.
They invite musicians and dancers, who dress ornately, to excess, for the occasion (see fig. 56).
The striking photo in figure 61 of a middle-aged man, adorned with white and dark feathers, while
riding a well-trained ox, is still part of an ongoing exhibition at the Pitt Rivers Museum at Oxford
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University. In 2002, anthropologists at Oxford initiated the Luo Oral History Project in
collaboration with the National Museum of Kenya, at which time they gathered, among other
things, testimony on the rite of Tero Buru.
The background in the photo looks like an organized show with spectators in attendance.
The headdress is immense, as is often the case, and was made by planting huge white-and-black
ostrich feathers on a leather basket. Lying on the dancer’s back is a white-and-black colored, oval,
leather shield. Sometimes the shield in Tero Buru is made from a thick buffalo hide, which is then
embellished with geometric designs. These evocative elements are part of the material culture of
the Luo, and they incite specific feelings in the viewer. As Böhme suggests, art may teach us to
feel ourselves (Aesthetics of Atmospheres 115). As a medium of the mind and senses, art mediates
experience.
From head to toe, the dancer’s entire body is decorated with ochre, and his ankle is adorned
with round metal anklets and “jingles” or gara. This aural assemblage, including elaborate
costumes both worn and adorned by energetic middle-aged men, is the embodiment of the Luo
culture. The man riding the ox is transformed into a work of art. For the spectators watching the
event live, the immodestly costumed men are the closest they will get to living human figures.
The men engaged in Tero Buru symbolically take the dust or ashes of the dead individual
to the forest or river marking the clan’s boundary. Once there, they paint themselves with red ochre
and add twigs to their clothing. They would then dance to some music for hours to fulfill their
obligation to the deceased. On the way back home, the tempo of the music and dancing intensify
and build to a crescendo. There is a frenzy of body movement as they chase death and other unseen
enemies from the area, thereby creating an electric atmosphere—an awesome experience for
participants and onlookers who are familiar with it and, potentially, an awful experience for the
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uninitiated.
Regardless of one’s response, that feeling of awe in relation to the event in which one sees
the Tero Buru singers and dancers is a concern here. In this visual spectacle, the Luo occupy this
unique space that Norman Bryson calls a “reign of plenitude” (88-89). This staging of cultural
opulence makes the Tero Buru audience the masters of the spectacle. The performance of singing
and dancing, with sharp spears and colored shields and headdresses, is meant to console the
bereaved family, while the instruments are integral to the music. A highly expressive aura envelops
the nyatiti and the white-and-back-feathered headdress.

9. Nostalgia
In traditional Luo architecture, houses are made of organic materials that are not good for
acoustics. The normal hearing range inside Luo houses is at the bass level. Because sound is
absorbed by the earthen walls and straw roof, the higher notes of the nyatiti are muffled or
dampened even though the wood or calabash resonator of the nyatiti helps to amplify the sound
when the strings are plucked.
The nyatiti player holds the instrument to his or her chest while being seated on a low stool.
The instrument is often played together with an oporo, which is a curved horn, as well as gara or
bells worn on one’s foot, and an oduong’o, a metal ring worn on one’s toe that is tapped against
the edge of the nyatiti to create a beat.
For the Luo, music is a team effort. Music, for them, as an idea, means singing, drumming,
and playing a melody, as well as dancing and other movement. A good song is any lyric or melody
that everyone wants to remember or sing and dance to, according to Oguda (59). When the Luo
play musical instruments, most often, one or more voices accompany them. Through songs, the
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Luo express a variety of ideas often centered on Joluo social life. A good song, whether by a Luo
or a Tuareg, should move its audience to try to understand its message and should appeal to their
feelings.
Just as it is evident that the nature of custom and tradition is not static, Luo culture is far
from being an array of timeless essences, and, thus, its music changes as well; music is a potent
invention of time. In other words, culture is manifested in time, space, and matter, which give it
form, and so, as Böhme argues, “Modern substances are attired in the design of traditional
materials” (Aesthetics of Atmospheres 144). Thus, as is the case elsewhere, today’s nyatiti players
are incorporating styles and techniques from Eastern and Western cultures without compromising
essential African aesthetics. At times, the result is a hybrid ambient music, one that assimilates
naturally occurring sounds, a rather innovative outcome that forms a powerful argument against
any assumed fixation with traditional materials.
Ogada’s “Kothbiro,” featured in The Constant Gardener film, is a prime example of staged
ambient music that is informed by an artist’s ability to use his diverse background to create music
with an eclectic assortment of sounds that draws in everyone. Although he grew up partly in the
United States and England and was exposed to Western music, Ogada favored the nyatiti in most
of his songs. His inviting melodic tenor voice on this song, its nature sounds, and its ensemble of
instruments combine elements of both Western and African cultures.
Ogada was an artist in residence at African Heritage, a specialist ethnic art gallery in
Nairobi owned by Alan Donovan. The gallery counts among its patrons travelers, musicians, and
many collectors of African art. When Ogada came across a nyatiti on display at African Heritage,
he bought it without thinking too much. Alongside it, in the gallery at the time, were carved and
painted gourds, intricately woven baskets, and safari clothes that evoke the aura of Karen Blixen
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and Denys Finch Hatton.80 This reminds one that objects have the ability to create (or, at times,
undermine) atmosphere.
Before he arrived at this gallery as an artist in residence, Ogada’s experience and
relationship with the nyatiti was already deep. No one was more aware of this than Ogada. In
February 2019, Mark Hankins, writing an obituary for Ogada in the EastAfrican newspaper, said
that the renowned nyatiti player had told him that, “When you start to play the instrument, you
practically get married. She won’t like you to play another instrument. You play and you enter a
contract, and you have to be serious. Suits me fine; I’m happily married” (Hankins). Ogada
understood that much of contemporary music was rooted in the spirit, melodies, and rhythms of
traditional Africa. That spirit is at hand in natural sounds―such as those of the cow hide and
calabash of the nyatiti―emanating from a place of aura that widens or narrows depending on who
is engaging with it, informing, inspiring, and enlivening all that it touches.
From his experience at African Heritage, Ogada wanted to use traditional instruments to
make music. He brought together their sonic and visual qualities in a mode that is similar to that
of Brian Eno in Ambient 4: On Land (Scoates 345, 382), in which there is also a lot of
improvisation. Drawing, for instance, from theatrical techniques that he mastered years earlier as
a student in Nairobi, Ogada changed the playing style for the nyatiti by cradling the lyre on his lap
rather than laying it on the ground.

10. Envelopment
When he plays “Kothbiro,” Ogada’s musical expression transcends ordinary language and

80 Blixen and Finch-Hatton were colonial settlers in the 1920s and became subjects of the 1985 Hollywood film

of Africa, starring Meryl Streep and Robert Redford.
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reconfigures the boundaries between color, light, space, sound, and visual art. On the surface,
music is a uniquely ephemeral medium, but the song “Kothbiro” played on nyatiti, along with the
images that accompany it, create a unified language in a moment of cinematic time, not just
notation on a score. It is quite rhythmic and expressive.
When Ogada plays his nyatiti on film, on stage, or in the open air, he appears to be in a
dialogue; there is a warm symbiotic relationship between the sound and the image. Like Eno, the
most important thing in this keenly spiritual performance is the mediation, the blending of the
senses (Scoates 345).81 This dialogue broadens the sonic expression of the music and the
perception of the audience. When playing this sacred instrument, the player becomes possessed by
the spirit of thum nyatiti, or the music of the “daughter of the clan” (though the phonemes in the
word titi, or “clan,” are also an imitation of the sound of the instrument’s middle strings).
The soundboard of the nyatiti controls, modifies, and sculpts its various sounds to create a
plaintive and sensuous, melodic, and harmonic experience. Sometimes, the sound is more open or
spontaneous in the way that it combines with the sonic environment of ambient Luo music. Quite
often, this form of ambiance plays a role in traditional music and other aesthetic media. The aural
feeling in The Constant Gardener, for instance, is not the result of “Kothbiro” song alone, but also
the effect of its magic instruments, like the nyatiti, as well as the film’s costumes, like the dark
feathered headdress, which combine to create an atmosphere of sentimental comfort.
In “Kothbiro,” the lyrics are nostalgic for a traditional way of life. The notes from the lead
singer—who is an elder, the head of a family—are enhanced by a beautiful simplicity. The clouds
are gathering in the evening, and so he implores Auma, his daughter or granddaughter, to hear his

81 Eno means reading painting musically—i.e., converting the visual forms into sonic ones (Scoates 382).
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plea and return home ahead of the coming rainfall, saying:
Aaah, haye haye / Be uwinja /
Koth biro / Keluru dhok e dala /
Oooh mam’ uwinja / Koth biro /
Keluru dhok e dala

Aaah, haye haye / Do you hear me? /
The rain is coming / Bring the cattle back home /
Auma, do you hear me? / The rain is coming /
Bring the cattle back home (Ogada)
The theme of return is common in Luo oral literature, poetry, and proverbs. In “Kothbiro,” it is not
only the family’s wealth, or cattle, that should be returning home as this haunting song suggests,
since the narrative in the song is also, metaphorically, a story of longing for one’s ancestral home:
for instance, that of children returning in the evening from their sojourn in the forest; of the
prodigal son returning to be welcomed by his parents; or of a family coming back for the night and
seeking protection from the dangers of nature and evil spirits. Home is a space of dwelling, where
one should feel safe, protected, and surrounded by calm and desirable acoustics and loving family
members. For a Luo or any other human being, home should be safe, welcoming, and ambient.
Initially, for the entire Luo nation, home, in the sense of their place of origin, was ancient Nubia,
from where they dispersed after a quarrel between brothers over a sacred bead and, then, followed
the River Nile up to its sources in Ethiopia, Uganda, Congo, Kenya, and Tanzania.
In “Kothbiro,” the sounds of homecoming, evoked by the nyatiti―accompanied by
Ogada’s raspy voice―are at once melancholic and inspiring. One does not need to understand the
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language or the message; it is all there to be felt. It is in the atmosphere, seeping into us like the
scent of omena, the tiny fish in a pot, or ohigla, arriving in the air from a Luo kitchen, and then
surrounding us.
Listening to the music, at times sacred and calming, one becomes lost in it meditatively—
judgment is momentarily suspended, and instead one slowly comes into dialogue with one’s inner
being as the mind floats away into a distant past or into a far-off sea. The spirit is, then, in a calmer
place of healing. For those who live in rural Africa, this atmosphere is all too familiar, from the
sun, the sky, the rain, and a life that revolves around the home, or around one-on-one human or
human-and-animal relations.
As is the case with most African sculptures, the nyatiti is a functional feminine instrument.
But by tradition, it is played by male musicians; the nyatiti is a beloved metaphorical “daughter of
the clan,” whose music, as a rule, is passed down the family tree, from father to son or mother to
daughter. As a sculpture, it draws its affective quality from its centuries-old role as an instrument
that accompanies praise songs, or that is used to comfort the bereaved and the weary: for instance,
those who are embarking on or are recovering from a journey. The latter kind of song alludes to
the history of the Luo who have traditionally been migrants.
Playing the nyatiti involves reflective emotions; every finger movement is charmed,
haunting, and meditative. When one is playing it at festivals and carnivals, the atmosphere should
be inviting―a hospitable encounter. This affective communication system engages the body, the
senses, and not the reflective mind. It puts the body in a state of natural comfort, keeping one at
ease, surrounded by spatial elements that are also inviting: fresh air, moist earth, and clement
weather.
11. Acoustics: Sound Sculpture
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Fear is everywhere: it is in the air, mind, and eye; it is enveloping. Sometimes it is
expressed visually and acoustically. Because sound is participatory and because it is felt in the
body, its power wavers uncontrollably. And yet this physiological uncontrollability should not
blind us to the ensuing social freedom that is of a heightened quality.
At the African Heritage studio in Nairobi, there is more open, social, and sensual
dimensions of the ambient soundtrack as an aesthetic medium first enveloped Ogada and his
Savage Band, as well as his audience, particularly when he initially recorded the song “Kothbiro”
more than three decades ago. In contrast, the walls of the modern music studio in Nairobi seal the
space acoustically when music is being recorded. Using high technology, sound engineers open
and manipulate the sounds to optimize the physical and psychological conditions of listening in
multiple ways.
Traditionally, the nyatiti player wears an iron ring, oduong’o, around the big toe of the
right foot, and a set of metal bells, gara, around his or her right ankle. With the gara and the
oduong’o, which look like singing sculptures, Ogada kept a constant beat, striking his iron ring on
the bottom bar of the nyatiti. By emphasizing instrumental sounds, he sought to slyly make use of
the hybridity of “world music” in a way that allows it to fit into any art gallery or sonic museum.
As a result, he created what David Toop calls an immersive yet ambient experience, similar to
what is contained in Toop’s 1995 compilation Ocean of Sound: Aether Talk, Ambient Sound and
Imaginary Worlds.
In the auditory system in Ogada’s music, the vocals, the tapping sound of the oduong’o
around the big toe of the right foot, and the jiggling sound of the gara relate to one another in an
intimate dialogue. They vibrate and agitate, then, travel and communicate to the audience, and as
they harmonize and set the body moving―set the mind dreaming and the air oscillating―there is
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a profound effect on the body. Thus, according to Brandon LaBelle, “[T]he sound’s relational
condition can be traced through modes of spatiality, for sound and space in particular have a
dynamic relationship” (468).
Sound is always in more than one space. Sitting in my study, if I make a sound by clapping
my hands, I hear the sound right away, here, between my palms, but also within the room, as the
vibrations return back to the source: me. This is echo, which can be, more or less, pronounced
depending on the acoustic quality of the room and the material source of the sound. This acoustic
event enhances communication because it is dynamic and dialogic. In other words, the space and
sound converse by multiplying and even expanding up to the very moment of our recognition.
In fact, in the performance of “Kothbiro,” the sound also conveys the relations of various
material and immaterial bodies: the sounds of the voices bring the lead singer and chorus into a
musical tête-à-tête; the toe tapping brings the iron ring of the oduong’o against the ground; the
plucking of the nyatiti strings brings Ogada’s fingers and the strings together, while the audience
in the room is brought closer to the musicians during the live performance. In the end, we have an
event in which the musicians and audience are immersed, enveloped in a social atmosphere
produced by sonic ambiance. The lead singer and musician plays the role of a wise poet; sometimes
he or she then becomes known for the exposition of a single genre of song or spoken verse, one
that is associated, perhaps, with the initial occasion when the poet-singer came forward from the
more serene mass of others to exhibit his or her art (Finnegan 80).
A Luo poet-singer like Ogada, who is specialized in the art of playing the nyatiti, generally
acts as an entertainer or a griot in his or her society. As Finnegan points out, the great gift of the
Luo singer-poet is the lament song, sung especially at funerals where the deceased is celebrated
on a grand scale. The songs of nyatiti players are essential to such occasions. The gifted players
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need no special invitation for they are always welcome once the noise and stir of the burial have
subsided.
From the singers’ point of view, there are reasons why they may appear: they may show
up because of sorrow at the loss of a friend or relative; to do their duty to a neighbor; to take
advantage of the food and drink, or festivity; or finally—a not insignificant motive—to make
money from a vast, admiring audience.
While the nyatiti player, most often a man but these days females as well, sings to the
accompaniment of his or her instrument or (as is often the case) the rattling of his ankle-bells,
before him lies a plate into which his patrons drop their pennies. He or she will constantly be asked
to sing about the deceased and, most often, will use a tune from his repertoire, which will be
modified to suit the occasion. The singer has mastered the art of improvisation: by adding a sister
here and a father there, together with his knowledge of the attributes of the deceased, his or her
entire composition is transformed each time the artist sings and plays the lyre. The dexterity with
which he or she is able to improvise testifies to his or her musical and poetic stature. Yet, often, in
Kenyan life, these songs, involving the arts of both composition and performance, are soon
forgotten after they have served their purpose.
Other songs arise, however, from a slower and more careful act of composition in
preparation for a funeral (or a similarly serious occasion). This happens, for example, when a
sensitive singer is deeply moved by the death or has close ties to the deceased. Here he or she
creates a new song, and, thus, must try to invent suitable melodic patterns, as well as words that
will fit with them. This process takes time and concentration, and yet, the entire melody, or most
of it, sometimes comes to the singer at an inspired moment. After a few tries on the lyre, he or she
then, on the actual occasion, is likely to sing with great intensity and meaning.
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Indeed, the song may gain such favor that the artist is asked to sing it over and over again
by his or her fans—often with additional pay. Soon after, in the case of a death, the song being
freed from the solemnity of the funeral may begin to move, little by little, beyond the fate of the
deceased to engulf other people and finally envelop the whole village before moving on “to the
mystery of death itself” (Finnegan 101).
Though the nyatiti player’s prime task is to sing a lament, his or her art also extends to
other spheres and other occasions. For example, if the Luo are awaiting an imminent and possibly
calamitous event of the kind Ogada alludes to in “Kothbiro,” the singer may try to summon the
presence of nature spirits. At other times, for instance, he or she may be asked to praise friends,
recount his or her personal experiences, exalt courage, kindness, or hospitality, or shed light on
current affairs.
In all these instances, the singer is evaluated by the degree to which he or she can unite the
rhetorical art of the musical performance and that of the composer. These are disparate activities,
instruments, sounds, and movements that can be disorganized in the hands a less gifted musician,
who is often “judged as much by his [or her] skill on the instrument as by his [or her] ability to
weave a story or meditate on human experience. In this lies the real fascination of the nyatiti
player.”82 This simple account of the nyatiti singer shows the role played by the poet-musician in
a traditional society. The singer’s art is practiced partly to fulfill social obligations and partly for
the sake of artistry or entertainment.
Skilled musicians such as Ogada are rewarded by their patrons. When a new song, or a
new version, is the product of the truly inspired creative imagination of the singer, and is

82 Professor Owuor Anyumba, who taught the author oral literature at the University of Nairobi, told these stories

in class in 1988. He was among the pioneers of this field of study in Africa, along with novelist Ngugi wa Thiong’o
and Ugandan poet Okot p’Bitek.
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recognized as such, it may even become an immense hit like “Kothbiro,” which has now been
heard more than two million times on YouTube alone.
In 2011, after achieving worldwide fame from his work on The Constant Gardener movie,
Ogada gave a major concert in Nairobi organized by Ketebul Music, a non-profit group. Ogada’s
performance drew from centuries of Luo nyatiti heritage; as he sang “Kothbiro,” the sound of the
instruments intermingled with the calm and soothing melody, inspiring the audience in Nairobi in
spite of the song’s vision of an imminent human calamity—a storm on the horizon.
In this Luo folk song, the singer implores a young herdswoman to be careful and bring the
cattle back home because of the imminently arriving downpour and possible flood. A perfect
combination of voice and high seriousness, melody, and tone color is what makes the song so
appealing to the listener―and has made it popular around the world―in spite of its being at least
implicitly unsettling. “Kothbiro” has now been used in several international films to give a Western
audience the feel of an African context (Otieno 86): in this case, one that is ambient, resonant, and
evocative.
The Constant Gardener offers us a slightly more accurate picture of contemporary Kenya
than prior Hollywood films, but it does not go beyond mere observation and analyze how class
and economic divisions came about in that nation. And it has few major African characters, except
for the haunting music of “Kothbiro”: the song and the instrument (Mafe 66-99).
Ogada’s nyatiti is the embodiment of both the song and the movement of the body of the
performer, and so, especially, in live performance, the acoustics become visual and the image
becomes the sound. In this mix is the listener’s sensory perception, whereby the acoustics, dance
movement, and physical space expand one’s experience of the visual and auditory stimuli. The
dance that accompanies “Kothbiro” is inseparable from this ambient music and from the
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atmospheric equilibrium that is at work in the body. In fact, the music of the song shapes the
environment, which in turn affects the body. Dance is a communication characterized by motion
and emotion, the function of which is to express on the outside what is felt inside the body of the
dancer. The sound of the music affects physiology, the body, as some of its cells begin to vibrate
naturally at the rate of the music’s tempo. Fans who expose their bodies to such an
environment―for instance, a concert featuring “Kothbiro”―have their mind processes altered and
they can feel it.
The enhanced beating of the heart, the fluids and blood flowing through the veins and the
entire muscular system, as well as the dancer’s imagining of the steps, are each integral to the
musicology, as the dancer invades the floor, or the scene of the performance.
Music scholar Derek Emch suggests that despite being an eight-string instrument, the new
nyatiti has a level of sound energy similar to that of lutes and harps, i.e., it is limited to five notes
per musical interval on a waveform (12). The modern nyatiti has less flexibility, but, at times, a
greater pitch intensity, than most guitars. And yet, in spite of its keen pitch, it relies less on melody
and more on rhythm, even if this, of course, depends on the player. It can also be tuned up or down,
depending on one’s vocal range, yet the standard tuning for the nyatiti is higher; that is to say, the
strings are more often tightened than loosened. The recording sounds of the old nyatiti―for
instance, of the kind Ogada once used―have, in contrast, a feel that is more rhythmic than melodic.
It is a sensitive instrument since its strings resonate, thus, even the smallest changes in key can
produce perceivable changes in sound quality.
In tracing the trajectory of Luo folk songs, Ian Eagleton links the emerging style of the
nyatiti to that of innovative 1960s benga music in the context of its larger cultural milieu. In
contrast, previous observers have posited the opposite: benga emerged out of an adaptation of the
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practice of the nyatiti and, in particular, out of the continuity in the rhythmic structure of melodic
phrasing on the nyatiti, which is rooted in the primacy of its monophonic songs. Another essential
quality of Luo song phrasing can be found in the way that the speech rhythms in their language,
Dholuo, are reconciled with the consistency of a regulative beat. The singular rhythmic flow
created by the way strong and weak syllables are melodically phrased in relation to the overall beat
has provided a unifying link between the various Luo song genres and was later codified in the
development of benga with the establishment of a standard rhythmic motif (Emch 12).

Fig. 60. Makonde Shetani. Tanzanian Art – Makonde and Tingatinga, www.tanzanian-art.de/.

12. Milieu: Context
It is not only in African music that cultural contexts are found but also in the region’s
human and animal figure sculptures. Meaning and context—whether ambiance or milieu—can be
reinvented. In Kenya and Tanzania, Makonde sculptures increasingly serve as symbols of a lost
world order. Now, new forms of cultural expression serve to anchor artists who migrated to these
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two countries from Mozambique. Shetani83 carvings are a prime example of a reinvention of
cultural meanings and contexts. They serve to legitimize a belief system about spirits that blends
or encompasses the ways of the shetani artists’ old and new homelands. They are visual images
removed from their original cultural contexts, and they acquire new qualities and identities by
virtue of being in an East African cultural milieu rather than in a Southern African one. In
Kiswahili, the name of these carvings, shetani, means “devil,” which is often associated with
darkness.
Encountering and associating with new groups and then blending their values with one’s
own helps to remove the alterity of these belief systems. What happens in such new settings or
circumstances is cultural appropriation and adoption, which in turn serve to transform the
environment in which people operate. This transformation allows the ongoing and self-renewing
process of visual signification to accelerate. In other words, the evolution serves to strengthen
Scruton’s argument that culture is not just a “sphere of intrinsically interesting artifacts” (13) for,
in effect, each cultural ambiance is being constantly renegotiated to keep up with the variance of
time and place and, thus, new, or often subtly new, meanings are, from moment to moment,
constantly redefining why the objet d’art is of “interest.”
Sidney Littlefield Kasfir opines that such an émigré shetani sculptor is “engaged in a
complex renegotiation of Makonde identity, particularly [his or her] identity [as an] artist, in this
new cultural setting” (51). Thus, one’s culture, overall, becomes a stage set or a mise-en-scène, a
context or environment in which life happens.
Even though shetani figures are considered modern since the Makonde have no history of

83 Shetani is a Swahili word for the “devil” or “evil spirits.”

270

wood carvings, they still embody a dynamic culture, a way of life of the peoples of both East
Africa and Southern Africa that is in tune with time and the demographic influx. Since culture is
ambient, both the shetani or binadamu84 figures carry with them the authenticity and originality of
African culture, as well as the aura of the spiritual beliefs of the Makonde. In her study of African
art, Kasfir describes Nairobi and its art scene, as an urbane cultural center:
Nairobi is awash with tourists every day of the year. It has more boutiques and galleries
than one finds in a typical West African capital. . . Most noticeably, there is almost as
much West African and Zairian art for sale in Nairobi as there is art emanating from Kenya,
Tanzania, Uganda, and Ethiopia. Yet, these are surface differences: underneath, the same
principles apply as in Abidjan, Douala, or Kano. The dealer, whether a Kamba market
trader [or] a Gujarati shopkeeper, plays the same role in framing, contextualizing and
authenticating the artifacts that are for sale.
For example, brisk business exists in Makonde sculpture as well as in copies of it. The Makonde
do not live in Kenya, but it is still profitable to their work across the Kenya-Tanzania border from
Dar es Salaam. First, there is the full-fledged gallery treatment given to major works by established
Makonde sculptors. These are displayed in isolation under spotlights and authenticated by the
stories about origin myths concerning the image of Mama Kimakonde [the first female progenitor
of the tribe]. (52)
Kasfir’s point undermines the argument advanced by Theodor Adorno and to some extent
by Walter Benjamin that the aura of a traditional sculpture depends on nothing other than its link

84 Binadamu is a Swahili word for “human beings.” In the dialectical language of the East African Swahili culture

embodied by Makonde sculptures, binadamu represents the world of the living who are protected by ancestors,
angels, and God while shetani represents the world of the devil.
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to history and religion. Kasfir suggests that a carving such as a shetani can retain its aura despite
a lack of originality. What matters is that the artist and the viewer are both convinced that they are
authentic in part because the work draws on the storytelling tradition of the society from which it
comes.
Proof of this apparent authenticity is found in the enthusiasm of the artist who carves the
figure and in the fact that a gallery is then able to sell it and a traveler is happy to buy it. “Everyone
is satisfied: the gallery owner makes [the] sale, the buyer feels she has bought an authentic artifact,
and the Makonde carver is allowed to keep his own cultural knowledge to himself” (Kasfir 52).
The value and popularity of these Makonde carvings have only grown, not diminished, in the past
few decades despite the fact that some of them do not meet the canonical standard of art.
The art world—comprising art historians, critics, curators, collectors, and museum
administrators—has often relied on Western taste and attitude to judge what now passes as aura
and authenticity in African art. That no longer holds true, however, for ethnic artifacts. Instead,
the aura remains attached to the objects or artworks, as is evident in the shetani and binadamu
figures being sold by galleries across East Africa. There is still a distance between the West and
the African cultures carving these sculptures that should ensure that their aura remains
undiminished, however “inauthentic” it may seem to the artworld of Toronto or Brussels. As
Oguda argues in his study, “[C]ulture can be a source of inspiration in the execution of any artistic
work. . . . Leather crafts can therefore serve to elevate the ambiance of an environment” (61).
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Fig. 61. Binadamu: Tree of Life. Lawsons, www.lawsons.com.au/asp/
fullCatalogue.asp?salelot=8135A++++704+&refno=31209035&saletype=P.

13. Interlocking: Relations
The Ruvuma River, flowing from the Mueda Plateau to the Indian Ocean along the border
between Mozambique and Tanzania, separates the ancient lands of the Makonde in such a way
that they are now citizens of two East African nations. Historically, borders have been more or less
porous, offering people on either side of them opportunities to creatively test, span, and redraw
them and to encourage movement, as well as the exchange of ideas and commodities. For centuries,
far from being a barrier, the Ruvuma has facilitated the movement of families and the exchange of
artistic memes, serving as a river route of cultural communion. Thus, the story of Makonde art
plays out as a creative force that has channeled or guided the flow of ideas through time and space
across East Africa. During the first half of the twentieth century, many of the Makonde in
Mozambique migrated for a time to Tanzania and shared the artistic innovations that were rooted
in their experiences. More recently, Makonde artistic ideas, developed in Tanzania, have exerted
some influence in Kenya and other neighboring countries.
Since the nineteenth century, Makonde artists have set up studios in Dar es Salaam and
Nairobi, where they have created intricate carvings featuring abstract human and animal figures,
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as well as masks and household totems. The main material of the beautiful Makonde sculptures
had been traditionally ebony wood, polished until it was shining, although this has now changed,
in part, because of the ecological concerns of some of their more recent patrons. Sculptures and
masks that are being carved today are made from stone, coral, and coconut wood, but, like their
earlier work, they are still being carved from a single piece of wood regardless of how intricate
and detailed the design. A popular Makonde style is that of the Tree of Life carving (see fig. 64)
depicting confidently and gracefully interlocking human and animal figures as a symbol of unity
and continuity. This symbolism demonstrates Makonde innovation and creativity. Deeply rooted
in their history, the Tree of Life shows us how a typical village survives by working together with
nature and by supporting one another. These figures interlock in a way that appears to be chaotic
from a distance, but a closer view reveals the ambiance of nature in an inventively organic,
winding, and yet orderly network that is part vine and part Piranesi.
The sculptures at the nearby Gibbs Art Gallery in Ngorongoro, a conservation area and
World Heritage Site, accentuate the gentle rhythm of the surrounding rolling fields, where an
assortment of plants, birds, and animals live in a pristine wonderland. From an ecological
viewpoint, the Makonde figures and the landscape—the imagined and the verdant garden—
provide an uncommon sense of tranquility. One is faced with a unique experience at the gallery
that feels like a half-seen or half-felt recurrence in time: it is a feeling of traditional African
hospitality at the heart of nature; the nearby Ngorongoro Forest and the farm serve as a model of
what was once a harmony between nature and people. The art residency at the Gibbs farm brings
together artists from around East Africa. They make vessels and sculptures and display them to
wealthy visiting patrons, while creating an open, hospitable ambiance. The farmhouse is spare,
warm, and welcoming; it reflects the heritage and architecture of an earlier era. Outside, an
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astonishing array of birds, snakes, lizards, and mammals are sheltered by the trees and lush
vegetation.
Nearly five hundred miles northwest, in the Rwenzori Mountain region, in Uganda, is the
source of a miracle river that brings life to where there otherwise would be none. The Nile, which
flows north from the Equator to the Mediterranean, begins at the tropical mountain range on the
border of Uganda and the Congo, the equatorial heart of Africa where streams flow from snowcapped peaks to create wetlands along its meandering path. The largest of these reservoirs is Lake
Victoria, where water is reportedly trapped for twenty-three years before moving on again
downriver toward the Sudanese and Egyptian portions of the Sahara Desert. During the full moon
in November, thousands of boat-riding fishermen descend on the lake to catch the fish that feed
their families, while, on land, villagers scoop up edible flies known for their nutritious value.
Exiting the lake, the Nile flows through the savannah lands of Uganda, home to a variety of wild
animals from porcupines to baboons, hyenas, leopards, and warthogs. Yet, there is a tainted scent
on the trail as human activities are beginning to impact the surrounding environment.
Located at the foot of the fabled Mountains of the Moon is the Rwenzori Art Center where
Ugandan artist Peter Oloya carved his famous Crowned Crane sculpture. The center has won
awards for its environmental sensitivity, but its reputation rests on the Crowned Crane, which was
gifted to Queen Elizabeth II in 2007 and now stands in the Buckingham Palace gardens in London.
It is a bronze crested crane in flight, standing six feet high and weighing eight hundred pounds.
The white-painted Crane symbolizes social change, while its form is underlined or highlighted by
the curve of its neck and the backward fall of its crown and its legs. The spreading of its wings,
along with the forward look of the bird, at the same time, portray movement and take-off. Oloya
suggests in the East African newspaper that his life, his culture, and his quest for peace and positive
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social change punctuate his composition and content. The relations and co-existence between
birds, animals, people, and tropical vegetation is a key part of his artistic experience.
The oral narrative tradition that underlies the art of the Luo and the Makonde is also found
among the Mande and the Mandinka of West Africa. In Mali, traditional stories recounting the
awe-inspiring power of blacksmiths were and continue to remain the bedrock of their narrative
practice. Artists who work in iron and leather are venerated in the Sahel for being able to
manipulate the creative force known as nyama, which is channeled into artistry—such as
leatherwork, sculpture, music, poetry, and storytelling—and mediates between royalty and
commoners. “As mediators without the ability to command their subjects, they were characterized
as ‘female kings,’ with the insignia of their ritualized arbiters being not a weapon, but a sculpted
scepter that in some centers was made of iron” (Lagamma, Sahel: Art and Empires on the Shores
of the Sahara 150-151).
The concept of figurines, real or metaphorical, is common in the wider culture of Africa,
including those of the female water spirit Mami Wata and the Luo lyre or nyatiti. Among the
Dogon of Mali, women introduced the use of masks before the practice was taken over by men
(Perani 200). This mask use underlines the cultural role of women as originators, while also
enhancing the aural appeal of their sculptural figures (see fig. 65 and 66). Sokari Douglas Camp’s
sculptures, which were inspired by the Mami Wata masquerade she saw as a child in Nigeria, are
carved from metals that speak to the strength of women. Fashioned in abstract shapes from cloth
and scrap metal, such as old oil barrels, her female figures “express the insubstantial, fluid quality
of memories rather than a concrete embodiment of reality,” writes Judith Perani (205). Then she
adds, “[B]y motorizing her sculpture, she evokes the dynamic quality [that is] associated with
masquerades and festivals” (Perani 205).
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The performative dimension of Douglas Camp’s sculptures invites us to “hear” (or feel) a
personal recollection of the culturally significant events of her Kalabari people and, at the same
time, to bear witness to the movement that underlies the emerging aesthetic of Afrofuturism.
Surrounding this recent movement in African art is an atmosphere of cultural renewal and
transformation, one that recognizes the role of women in social progress. It is redolent of an
ongoing process of new beginnings―one of constant dialogue and renegotiation between cultures
and traditions that, outside the realm of art, retains the evocative aura characteristic of the works
of Wangechi Mutu and Sokari Douglas Camp.

Fig. 62. Mutu, Wangechi. Seated I. 2019, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/830453.
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Fig. 63. Mutu, Wangechi. Seated II. 2019, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/830455.

14. Afro-future
Culture marches into the future. Whether in techno music, nature sounds, installation
design or films, this yearning for a futuristic existence seems to permeate the Afrofuturism
movement that is revolutionizing art and culture in Kenya, according to Linda Nkatha,85 an
architectural design scholar at the University of Nairobi. Some scholars use the term
“Afrofuturism” to refer to a radical and almost sci-fi form of African progress, while some see it
as a means to represent themselves honestly without nostalgia. The best explanation comes from
Grace Ebert. It is to think of it as an exploration of the interlocution of race and technology in
order to visualize, design and hopefully bring into fruition a bright, wonderful future for diasporic

85 Linda Nkatha is a practicing architect and lecturer in architecture at the Department of Architecture and Building

Science at the University of Nairobi. She is also a Public Servant of the Government of Kenya and an independent
researcher. Along with Etta Madete, she has done research on East African Countryside Forms and collaborated
with architect Rem Koolhaas in the Countryside, Future exhibition at the Guggenheim museum held from Feb. 20
to Aug. 14, 2020.
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Africans (Ebert). Others such as the Senegalese philosopher Felwine Sarr call it Afrotopia,86 which
highlights an inventive, utopian spirit that seems to derive from Léopold Sédar Senghor’s bold
vision for a post-colonial Africa. He argues that “African cultures and cosmologies can provide a
wealth of inexhaustible resources for the project of epistemic decentering,” (Sarr 80). Its optimism
is metaphoric, and the bright future remains an illusion during these dark times of public health
epidemics. In a time of optimism in 1966, Senghor championed the idea of art and culture being
at the heart of Africa’s development. Central to his new vision was the creation of a museum in
Dakar that would present the past and present experience of black people everywhere in the world
(Thomas-Johnson).
Whatever mode of expression has been used, to achieve this vision of utopia, an
Afrofuturist aura is immediately evident: whether in the case of Mutu’s The NewOnes, will free
Us, a series of four bronzes installed on the façade of the Met to celebrate a free and active, “alien”
feminine power (see fig. 65, 66, and 67) or in the case of the “Borg” sky walker in Jacque Njeri’s
MaaSci, a series of digital images visualizing the Maasai figures quietly exploring space (see fig.
64).

86 Sarr defines his concept of Afrotopia as an African philosophy of self-invention for the twenty-first century. It is

the title of his book Afrotopia in which he makes a poetic call for a utopian idea. “Inhabitting One’s Dwelling.”
Afrotopia by Felwine Sarr, et al., University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis; Londo, 2019, pp. 80-90.
www.jstore.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctv105bb1g.9.
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Fig. 64. Njeri, Jacque. MaaSci. 2017. Quartz Africa, qz.com/africa/1039776/
jaque-njeris-maasci-series-reimagines-the-future-of-the-maasai-in-space/.

Fig. 65. Mutu, Wangechi. Sentinel I. 2018, Whitney Museum, New York. Gladstone Gallery,
www.gladstonegallery.com/artist/wangechi-mutu/work-detail/1436/installation-view-em-whitneybiennial-2019-em.

280

Fig. 66. Mutu, Wangechi. Wangechi Mutu. 2017, The Contemporary Austin – Jones Center, Austin, Texas. Gladstone
Gallery, www.gladstonegallery.com/artist/wangechi-mutu/work-detail/942/installation-view-em- wangechi-mutu-em.

These futuristic images invite viewers to imagine culture unlike what they have seen
before. In the case of MaaSci, Njeri reimagines the future of traditional, indigenous Maasai in
outer space. Their organic forms stand in contrast to the aesthetic in African tourism
advertisements driven by capitalism and in official tourism propaganda driven by politics. Such
artists as Mutu and Njeri take a radical view of the future from the ground up, informed not only
by the zeitgeist but by ecological concerns. It may even be natural to do this because, as Madete87
argues,
Africans are “constantly straddling modern life in the city and traditional life at home, and
we have a way of embracing and living seamlessly in contradiction. . . . Africa can lead a
global “rural-ization” movement, an alternate model to living in crowded, expensive,

87 Etta Madete is an architect, lecturer, and researcher

passionate about using architectural design and research to
bring sustainable economic, social, and environmental development to Kenya and beyond. She teaches and
conducts global research projects at The University of Nairobi and practices architecture at Orkidstudio (Buildx), a
Nairobi-based architecture and construction company focused on social impact and sustainable design.

281

dysfunctional cities. The countryside is a space that resists the common “sleepy African
village” narratives; it is a field of experimentation where pioneering avant-garde
experiments of worldwide importance take place. (Madete xx)

Fig. 67 Mutu, Wangechi. Seated III. 2019, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/830456.

Due to rural to urban migration that started with colonial establishment of towns and cities
in Africa, the countryside remains where women shoulder most of family responsibility and
whether their strength and leadership qualities have been most on display. Mutu’s four individual
bronze sculptures entitled The Seated I, II, III, and IV (2019) “engage in the critique of gender and
racial politics that is as pointed as it is poetic and fantastic” (Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Facade
Commission”). As she renegotiates tradition and culture, Mutu reimagines the age-old motif of the
caryatid, a sculpted female figure that serves as a structural and metaphorical support. One can see
the same figure, for instance, in a Bamileke stool.
In the art of most African communities, including the Akan and the Yoruba, the caryatid is
carved out of wood for the prestige of the king. And while historically the caryatid was confined
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to a support role, in contrast, Mutu’s four female figures are free, reprised for the modern age.
Their liberation is a reflection of an epoch in which feminism is gaining ever more ground and
women’s contributions are receiving more recognition from society. Still, the key point to note is
that Mutu’s caryatid series, The Seated or The NewOnes, will free Us, attracted more visitors to
the Met every day in part because of their aural quality, in much the same way as the caryatids of
the Golden Stool of the Akan, or the female figures of Olowe’s Veranda Post carved for a Yoruba
king in the early twentieth century.
Mutu’s four façade figures represent a new synthesized culture arising out of a mixed
classical tradition, and yet each remains at once uniquely human and celestial. Their stately,
graceful, and confident look announces their authority. In addition to poignant historical and
political narratives, they convey a cultural aura that is both ancient and modern.

Fig. 68. Koolhaas, Rem, and Samir Bantal. Countryside, Futures. 20 Feb. 2020–15 Feb. 2021, Solomon Guggenheim
Museum, New York. Guggenheim, www.guggenheim.org/video/see-countryside-the-future-at-the- guggenheim.

It is important to understand that “modernity” is no longer synonymous with the city, with
its tradition of high literacy, architecture, technology, industry, and fast life; nor is it synonymous
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with the countryside, whose unseeable borders are the imagined ones of politics. Instead, a new
age of Romanticism is taking shape worldwide, in both city and country, spurred by technology
and climate change. The World Wide Web and climate change know no boundary. As Mutu’s
digital installation shows, what is important to us is what surrounds us—the air, land, water, and
living things—because we relate to them and they form part of our ever-dynamic cultural practices
while, also, mediating them.
This sense of being surrounded by elements of life and relating to nature can be clearly
seen in a 2020 exhibition at Boston College’s McMullen Museum of Art entitled The Indian Ocean
Current: Six Artistic Narratives, which explores the contemporary legacy of the movement, across
that ocean, of goods, ideas, émigrés, and travelers over the centuries. The exhibition features
artists, such as Mutu, whose works are defined, in part, by their ties to the lands in Asia and Africa
that surround the Indian Ocean.
The ancient trade between Asians and Africans across this Indian ocean and the more recent
invasions by Europeans have long challenged the concept of the nation-state in that region. The
decolonization of both Asia and Africa in the mid-twentieth century created new nations, ones
with hastily erected borders that, today, are losing their meaning due to climate change and the
new climate migration. The exhibition investigates how artists make sense of human relations in
the region, both past and present.
Land and water encircle each other, and so they are in a perpetual mutual dialogic
relationship. Mutu’s works―Amazing Grace, shown in the Boston exhibition (2017) (see fig. 74),
and her mystical Sirens & Serpent (2013), shown at the Frieze Art exhibition in London (see fig.
72)―address what ocean waters, now rising due to global warming, mean for the future of those
living in the region.
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Fig. 70. Mutu, Wangechi. Nguva. 2013. Victoria Miro, www.victoria-miro.com/artists/9-wangechi-mutu/works/artworks18308/.

Fig. 71. Mutu, Wangechi. Sleeping Serpent. 2014. Victoria Miro,
www.victoria-miro.com/artists/9-wangechi-mutu/works/image2423/.

In 2014, in London, at the Victoria Miro Gallery, Mutu exhibited Sirens and Serpents and
Sleeping Serpent (see fig. 72 and 73), which drew their inspiration from a range of myths and
cultures, such as East African myths about “sea nymphs,” deriving from the “sea cows,” or Sirenia,
that swim along the coast. Among the array of influences on these sibylline works by Mutu were
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Western pop culture, our views about the female body, and twentieth-century postmodern critical
theories on gender, sex, and race.

Fig. 74. Mutu, Wangechi. Amazing Grace. 2017. Victoria Miro, www.victoria-miro.com/news/428.

15. Performance: Theatrical Value
Mutu’s artwork is not simply about mythology or returning to ancient agrarian life. Rather,
it may well be seen as a rejection of fantasy or the decadence of the modern capitalist age that is
choking the earth with environmental pollution. It is about change. The United Nations data show
that over half of the world’s population lives in cities and if the current rate of migration to cities
were to continue, African cities might even unsustainably double their population over the next
couple of decades.
However, there is a natural mechanism that potentially could ensure equilibrium, and that
process may already be underway. Nkatha and Madete foresee the possibility of a new anti-mass
urbanization movement in East Africa. “We see the countryside as an opportunity to plant seeds
of a new life, different from the generation before us but rooted in old ancestral grounds. No longer
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are we confronted with the mundanity, deterioration, and ‘backward’ notion of farm life and the
rural village. The village is becoming the voice of reason on how to move forward. It makes us
want to go luxuriate in our countryside, also called ocha or gichagi in Kenyan slang” (Nkatha and
Madete qtd. in “Countryside”). This appears to be at least one of the raisons d’être for the
Guggenheim exhibition Countryside, Futures (2020) (see fig. 71).
According to Madete, “As Kenyans, we find ourselves constantly straddling modern life
in the city and traditional life at home, and we have a way of embracing and living seamlessly in
contradiction” (qtd. in “Countryside”). This alternation or juggling between city and urban living
is typical of the duality of contemporary African life, where people are expected to navigate
between modernity and the traditions held so dearly by their ethnic communities.
The neglect of Africa and its reduction to a continent in need of help is not appropriate―out
of touch with reality. In an imitation of what James Lovelock calls Gaia,88 a fragile complex
system through which living phenomena modify the ecosphere (qtd. in Latour 81-87), Africa can
and should lead a global “rural-ization” movement as an alternate model to living in crowded
dysfunctional cities, a new model that is already emerging in Kenya and elsewhere in Africa.
This villagization, a new migratory trend from city to countryside, is spreading across the
entire continent. The African Union has proposed a railway network that may now become the
basis for this new counter-urbanization trend. The rise of new wide-scale and small-scale
infrastructure―such as renewable energy, as well as informal and collaborative virtual
networks―means that there is no great need for city living. East African cities and countryside
may now share a destiny—the creation of a network of scores or even hundreds of villages that,

88 For more on Gaia and Lovelock, read the Third Lecture of Bruno Latour’s book,

Facing Gaia (pp. 75-110).
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over time, may partially congeal into city-like constructs.
These constructs are nothing new, but they are potentially better planned than the failed
ujamaa villages built by Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere from 1973 to 1975. Ujamaa, a Swahili word
for “collectivism” that Nyerere championed as the cornerstone of his philosophy of African
socialism, was about resettling people into specially established villages without regard to their
tradition with the aim of using vacated land for mass agriculture. In other words, it was about
modernity and the industrialization of farming―in a sense, a capitalistic policy cloaked in a
socialist garment.89 Ujamaa also fell victim to what critics have accused Marxism and socialism,
at times, of not doing: i.e., failing, like Julius Nyerere, to look at society as an anthropological
network of relations.
One cannot ignore the importance of culture in any sociological exercise. As for what is
already underway, it is becoming clear that the rising vision of a new, reimagined “countryside”
would synthesize tradition and modernity. Thus, there is a strong argument to be made that
traditions and culture are similarly evolving across the continent, while city planning may be
moving beyond the dim lifeless suburban-ism of the twentieth century. Aesthetically, the
anticipated future is what Afrotopia should be about, as shown in the sci-fi figure 69 of traditional
Masais in space.
The spacecraft aviators and moonwalkers depicted in MaaSci are all enveloped in air, but
they are also perpetually linked to land, water, and the sky. Such is the situation with Mutu’s Siren
and Serpent (2013) (see fig. 72), where migrants at the water’s edge, sitting on unfirm sand,
viewing the sun light piercing the sky onto reflecting waters, or Water Woman (2017) (see fig. 75),

89 At a New York University meeting in the summer of 1996, this author asked Nyerere about Ujamaa; he said he

failed because he did not take into account how much Tanzanians were tied to their traditional homes and
practices.
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where a mermaid-type woman sits on a firm floor at a gallery.

Fig. 75. Mutu, Wangechi. Water Woman. 2017, Gladstone Gallery, New York. Gladstone
Gallery, www.gladstonegallery.com/exhibition/269/ndoro-na-miti/installation-view/3548.

Fig. 76. Mutu, Wangechi. Ndoro Na Miti. 2017, Gladstone Gallery, New York. Gladstone
Gallery, www.gladstonegallery.com/exhibition/269/ndoro-na-miti/installation-view/3546.

The same grounding to land and water can also be said of Mutu’s other works: Ndoro na
Miti (2017), Amazing Grace (2017), and Sleeping Serpent (2014)—each in space encircled by air
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and relating with something.

Fig. 77. Douglas Camp, Sokari. Asoebi, or Lace, Sweat and Tears. 2005, British Museum,
London. STUX, http://www.stuxgallery.com/exhibitions/sokari-douglas-camp2/a-artists.

In the case of Water Woman and Ndoro Na Miti (2017) (see fig. 75 and 76), the concept
of the water spirit or Mami Wata is also present in the work of Nigerian sculptor Sokari Douglas
Camp. In Asoebi, or Lace, Sweat and Tears (2005) (see fig. 77), Douglas Camp drew inspiration
from the Yoruba concept of the Aso ebi or “group uniform” to create a sculptural installation in
the British Museum’s Garden of Africa. It was unveiled on April 20, 2005, as the centerpiece of
an open-air exhibition of sculpture that also presented the works of other African artists, among
them, El Anatsui, Adam Madebe, and Emmanuel Jegede. Douglas Camp’s piece was made, as
often, of some of her signature materials―scrap metal and a water feature―and shows five female
figures, each dressed in green-colored “lace,” a pink waist wrap, and a flamboyant pink headdress.
People like laces to be imported or, at least, to be made from imported fabrics as a mark of
prestige. Such snob cachet will then become part of the lace’s aura, its “theatrical value,” to cite
Böhme, or its valeur d’ambiance for Baudrillard (Böhme, Aesthetics of Atmospheres 143). Yet, in
Asoebi, the imagined “lace” is made of steel.
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In Yoruba culture, the medium of steel symbolizes the strength or resilience for which
women are known, while pink (as elsewhere) is the color of femininity and beauty. Apparently,
the steel clothes in Lace, Sweat, and Tears are cut and assembled to imitate the imported lace that
is popular in the “group uniform” or Aso ebi. The metal lace fabric and head tie materials are
painted bright green and pink like those purchased from the textile traders that have created
commercial businesses for the Aso ebi culture (Orimolade 61).
An Aso ebi is a group of women who dress the same to grace an occasion. They do this to
show solidarity with the people who are coordinating an event called a “blood, sweat, and tears,”
while a sculpture that represents this event will try to reflect the beauty and spirit of the local
people. “Aso ebi is obviously a means of identification” since all of its wearers “are implicitly
demonstrating that they are proud to be identified with the celebrant,” said O.O. Familusi (2).
Douglas Camp’s array of Asoebi sculptures emphasizes a synthesis of traditions and values that
embody the modern African woman and is, thus, a testament to the decline of tradition.90
The variable reality or appearance associated with a particular culture is a reflection of its
epoch. Still, a change, or a decline, in one’s tradition does not mean a diminished culture.
Along with her sculptural installation at the British Museum, Douglas Camp organized a
performance―an elaborate enactment of an Aso ebi during a celebratory gathering. Aesthetically,
it was symphonic: everything in the enactment was driven by a clear need for uniformity,
symmetry, and harmony. As Adefolake writes, “[T]he sculptural piece assumed the character of
the celebrant as the focus of the gathering, while Camp and other invited volunteers played the
role of participants” (63).

90 In “Aso Ebi: The Dynamics of

Fashion and Cultural Commodification in Nigeria,” Ajani hypothesizes that
socioeconomic development is linked to cultural change and the persistence of distinctive cultural traditions such
as asoebi.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Vitality

Fig. 78. Douglas Camp, Sokari. Blind Love and Grace. 2017.
Sokari Douglas Camp, sokari.co.uk/project/blind- love-and-grace/.

1. Vital
On the eve of World War One, a century ago in Europe, the Irish poet W.B. Yeats wrote
in “The Second Coming” of an apocalyptic atmosphere where innocence is lost as things fall apart
amid anarchy. There is no sense apocalypse now but that does not mean a lack of fear for those
who live in cushy homes in a New York City suburb. New Yorkers may be wrapped in a powerful
energy, a feeling good at the sight of Laura James’s Madonna (2010), but the social tensions out
there are real.
The era after World War One, in Harlem and across Africa, was not only a time of
renaissance in art but also of struggle against racism and domination. Rhythm and abstraction
emerged as the soul ’n style of black folk, and in spite of the naysayers, negritude became an
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influential movement.91 At the time, Yeats’s Europe was a grim, anarchic, and fearful world of
needless war and colonial dominion over Africa and Asia. Paintings with African subject matter
testified to a certain degree of negrophilia in the early twentieth century among the artists in the
European avant-garde. In a sense, courage and fear, whether artistic or not, go hand in hand in so
far as vital materialism go. And yet, courage is not just the mirror image of fear, it is its sidekick,
with each of the two being an expression of energies that define and complement one another and
with each being vital and emotive.
Energy is internal, and at the core of our being, in spite of who we are or where we live.
But it also defines the nature of social ambiance. For instance, Douglas Camp’s Blind Love and
Grace (2017) (see fig. 78) is inspired, from within, by Sandro Botticelli’s painting Primavera
(1482). Douglas Camp’s work, however, reinterprets with an embient touch part of Botticelli’s
elaborate many-figured allegory, which is known to represent how love is entangled with beauty
and nature.
Douglas Camp sculpted her Blind Love from oil barrels before cutting them in half and
then opening them up to reveal Grace. She depicts a female figure dressed in lace and a red shawl.
The figure looks like a typical Nigerian woman, or any black female one might come across,
though this one has the style of a slender Renaissance figure.
Douglas Camp’s use of steel oil barrels―which evoke fire and energy―speaks to her
attempt to reconceptualize the core themes of feminist vitality. The steel barrel opens up, after
being cut down the middle, and a middle-age woman emerges from inside of it to stand strong and
elegant, dignified in the foreground, half surrounded by firm steel; a red headdress and a shawl

91Chapter Five: Vitality

Rasheed Araeen argues modernist black art is “dependent on the approval of those whose perception of Africa is
based on a fascination with the exotic other” (Araeen).
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wrapped around her waist add to her beauty and presence. Backgrounding her frame are the gray
branches of an espaliered tree; its higher azure leaves are about to fan out and suggest the unique
wonders of her gender. She is a mystical female, not yet quite alive, who is apart from others,
while she is once more entering spring-like into life. Every piece of the ensemble’s mise-en-scène
fits in well yet combines to create a unique uncertain atmosphere.
In this rendering of the spring, Primavera, we see a nascent, anxious peace in Douglas
Camp’s Blind Love and Grace, who is a figure surrounded by forest and gray light. Interaction
with a spring forest—in this Botticellian oracle of a now reviving, sky-leaved ecosystem—seems
enlightening on her part. Holding out her hand, she gives benediction to the viewer, like the
“Madonna Venus” at the center of Botticelli’s panel. Young banana trees balance the stage on
either side of Grace, while, above her head, the Cupid targets someone with an arrow, in an angelic,
stinging pose. Everything in the image is artfully balanced, yet mildly uneven, and, at the same
time, almost symmetrical.
While Botticelli’s work embodies classical Renaissance culture and while he strove for
harmony among all the elements in his paintings, Douglas Camp’s sly pastiche inverts the narrative
by striving for naturalism (natural variance) rather than harmony. Strength is beauty because that
is what is needed to survive the hard or exacting natural terrain. Yet, Blind Love and Grace is also
elegant like The Birth of Venus while giving similar treatment to color and light reflected on a
textural metallic surface. The modern sculptural techniques she employs, along with her insistent
use of steel, enable her to sculpt and assemble a large, faintly abstract, figurative work with
modernized ritual clothing that renders African style and standards of beauty.
The oil reference introduces energy and the ecosystem into her artwork, and it relates her
sensibility to the color, texture, and character of the earth from which oil is extracted. Oil is dark
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and humus-like. As an organic component of soil, humus, not unlike oil, arises out of a natural
process, in this case, when grass, leaves, and other once-living things decompose into fertile earth.
But crude oil extraction has polluted this soil in recent decades―in the Niger Delta, for instance,
where Douglas Camp was born.
Thus, in a sense, her sculpture is meant to “wean” human beings from oil as a source of
energy since oil has harmed us, as well as our soil and water, and ruined the “natural commons”
of the Niger Delta. Creating sculpture out of scrap metal, such as oil barrels, calls for a strong mind
and strong body, and African artists are practiced at exploring life in this way. Such art can be
fused with one’s cultural inheritance and with the environment that envelops and gives life to
animals and plants—supported by the elements essential to life: air, water, sun, and earth.
Fractals of nature, in the form of interruptions to colors and patterns, are inescapable and
are among the underlying shapes of Douglas Camp’s work; they are analogous to disruptions by a
noisy sound during a musical performance. Her human figures, most of them women, are wrapped
in colors and her work highlights action that forces the viewer to focus his or her attention on
vitality. The action creates an atmosphere that is reinforced by a comparable fusion of color and
found objects. African sensibilities abound in her oeuvre but so do Western and universal themes.
She creates a life narrative, in steel, of the journey from rainforest and dirty soil to the peak of
industrial modernity. This exploration of both perspective and atmospheric optical effects on
reality reveals the at once inviting and uninviting ambiance that can be embedded in her scrap
metal artwork.
The themes of anarchy and fear dominate Chinua Achebe’s early novels. One sees these
themes start in his first novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), which describes the invasion of Africa by
Europe that undermined African culture, and then continue in No Longer at Ease (1960) and Arrow
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of God (1964). Achebe’s main character in Arrow of God is Edogo, a man who chooses to carve a
mask in a quiet spirit-house, a site where those uninitiated into the secret society of masks are
barred from entering. The house is dark and supplies him with the ambiance that is essential for
his work:
Edogo put down the white okwe wood on which he was going to work, and then unslung
his goat-skin bag in which he carried his tools. Apart from the need for secrecy, Edogo had
always found the atmosphere of this hut right for carving masks. All around him were older
masks and other regalia of ancestral spirits, some of them older than his father. They
produced a certain ambience which gave power and cunning to his fingers. Most of the
masks were for fierce aggressive spirits with horns and teeth the size of fingers. But four
of them belonged to maiden spirits and were delicately beautiful. (Achebe 51)
This is a critical point in Achebe’s novel even though the mask performance fails to meet Edogo’s
aesthetic standard. The clan is divided philosophically. In a later scene when Edogo watches the
dancing Mask, he is overwhelmed by doubt about his own work. The disappointment is not with
the aesthetic experience or with his own artistry (Gikandi 56), but what the mask says about their
future. The fall of Ezeulu, the chief priest and Edogo’s father, does not tell us whether the novel is
able to express this aesthetic experience or not, but it signals a demise. The dynamic nature of
Achebe’s novel and its success in visualizing an experience that happened in the 1920s in trying
to improve our understanding of that moment in history, when Africa was still under colonial rule.
It discloses new meaning by elevating the way the precise moment when things fall apart is
expressed in the felt body. In the end, the descriptive elements in the novel convey to us a sense
of urgency―a mix of ecstasy and anxiety―as an atmosphere of fear reigns, enveloping the
community.
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Anxiety and angst can come in a variety of forms. In the space of geopolitics, for instance,
it can come in the guise of worry or anguish due to a misunderstanding. Israeli scholar Yehuda
Elkana writes, “What motivates much of the Israeli society in its relations with Palestinians is not
personal frustration, but rather a profound existential angst fed by a particular interpretation of the
lessons of the Holocaust” (qtd. in Beinart). Elkana knows this from personal experience, as he is a
Holocaust survivor.
Similarly, Edward Said argues on the same issue of an elusive peace in the Middle East
that “Palestine is and has always been a land of many histories, [and thus] it is a radical
simplification to think of it as principally or exclusively Jewish or Arab” (Said). Said’s delineation
of some of the many competing interpretations of Palestinian history came in a New York Times
Magazine essay that points to, or blames, the preoccupation with feelings of victimhood on each
of the two sides in the ongoing conflict. For instance, he speaks of “feelings of persecution,
suffering and victimhood” as now being ingrained in Palestinians and speaks of Israelis as also
having “security concerns,” whether they were victims of the Shoah or were born afterward
(Said).92
The geopolitical argument concerning Palestine and Israel is relevant here only because
of the presence of a variable or conflicting interpretation of history, as well as the angst that arises
from this intricate disagreement and that is shared by Edogo, Achebe’s character in Arrow of God.
The ongoing situation in the Holy Land is characterized by an untenable atmosphere of anxiety on
both sides.

92 In “The One-State Solution,” Said argues that the quest for a two-state solution to the decades-old Israeli-

Palestinian problem is unworkable.
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Anxiety characterizes the cultural sphere, particularly in the case of the artist Ben
Enwonwu and how he treats space in some of his figures so as to have, or impose, an immediate
effect on our emotions. For instance, Hausa Girl (1950) in figure 79 shows a young girl in an
unsettled state, a pensive or anxious mood. This early painting typifies Enwonwu’s style in the late
1940s and early 1950s. Having recently returned from England, he toured northern Nigeria where
he met an assortment of men and women with charm and appeal, so his paintings and sculptures
of them were, it was assumed, designed to fête and, thus, admire his subjects. In contrast, his
sculpted figures, for instance, can look anxious amid their boldly defined lines, which are
contoured in a space that hints at perspective and object distance (Woods).93

Fig. 79. Enwonwu, Ben. Hausa Girl. 1950. Bonhams, www.bonhams.com/auctions/26182/lot/4/.

93 As Woods’ title “Finding a Sense of Isolation and Anxiety in Alberto Giacometti’s ‘Man Pointing’ at the BMA”

suggests, his article discusses the work of Giacometti. I am putting Enwonwu in the same category as Giacometti
because they seem to share style and ideology. Along with Jean-Paul Sartre, Giacometti shared a community of
thinkers, writers, and visual artists in Paris. Thus, the connection between Man Pointing and the philosophy of
Sartre and Martin Heidegger becomes, with this added perspective, hard to miss.
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Enwonwu was an existentialist like Heidegger. Although to many scholars, the early
Heidegger is consumed by temporality, he is also, at this stage, spatially oriented. For instance, in
his conception of human Dasein, or “Being-there,” Heidegger locates human beings in the world,
where they relate with their environment. Dasein is ecological in every measure. The human—
whether in the sphere of consciousness or phenomena—cannot be separated from the natural
world. “We are always in the world and the world [which is always in us] always appears to us
through a mood . . . the only authentic mood, the one that shows our own possibility of death, is
anxiety” (Woods). Heidegger’s later works on art detail his ideas about space.
Space is for peaceful common dwelling. Enwonwu’s Anyanwu in figure 80 is a peace
sculpture and her beauty is tangential. The form, of course, reminds one of Alberto Giacometti’s
Man Pointing (a modernist, sculpted figure from Europe that, in turn, may call to mind an ultrathin Senufo déblé). Yet, Anyanwu should be seen in different ways: first, the sculpture uses the
environment, or the space around it, to find its true self by creating isolation, anxiety, and longing.
According to Heidegger, having to face anxiety, rather than simple fear, is one of the ways we can
become authentic, or become aware of our vulnerability, which then forces us into a state of care.
Anxiety negates the alienation that is caused by what Heidegger called the “they-self.” To escape
anxiety and, thus, fall back into the comfort of the “they-self” is a pretentious concealment of truth.
Thus, for Enwonwu alienation is essentially his oeuvre.
Like the best of modernist works, some of these sculptures can, at once, feel classic,
traditional, avant-garde, and modern. Often assailed and dismissed at first, they represent a
departure from the smoothness and distilled purity despite the fact that Brancusi’s and, similarly,
Giacometti’s works were inspired, in part, by the creative force and artistic sensibilities of Africa
in the precolonial era.
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Secondly, there is a sense of fragility in Anyanwu that comes with the troubled history of
Nigeria. Once viewers are aware of the country’s civil war in the late 1960s, they cannot distance
themselves from the sculpture metaphorically, even if it is apart from them, in a gallery display.
In fact, if people spend enough time standing in front of the sculpture, they begin to understand a
measure of the angst, fear, and estrangement that capture the mood of contemporary Africa. At
times, an extreme anxiety is known to consume minorities there (as elsewhere), and so, in a
Heideggerian mode, we can argue that finitude, angst, fear, and alienation make it difficult for one
to have an authentic existence (and, thus, to produce and experience meaningful art).
In other words, we are ontologically, spatially, and temporally limited in the sense that,
like all living things, human beings have a shelf-life; before we die, we are consumed with worry
ahead of our deaths, and so—as a long line of phenomenologists from Heidegger to Gadamer,
Ricoeur, and Jean-Luc Nancy have pointed out—in our existence, we belong to a horizon that
includes the past, present, and future. This fusion of time enables us to set our priorities on the
basis of the things that matter to us, in the same way that the ambiance of a sculpture like Anyanwu
was based on the things that were essential for Ben Enwonwu, and for the Ibo and Nigeria in the
spirit of the times, from the 1960s to the 1970s.
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Fig. 80. Enwonwu, Ben. Anyanwu. 1955. Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Washington,
D.C. The New York Times, www.nytimes.com/2019/09/24/arts/ben-enwonwu-artist-africa.html.

One of the life essences is energy. Dating back to the esteemed Congo mask-making
tradition in the nineteenth century, the Songye Kifwebe (see fig. 81) is an iconic piece of artistry
that inspired Western artists during the twentieth century. Through the use of waves of graphic
lines and bright colors, the mask creates an optical illusion, affecting and hypnotic, mythical and
aural. Valued for its craftsmanship and bold geometric design, the Kifwebe mask has facial stripes
whose tone, lines, and arcing form evoke the trim elegance of a zebra. It fascinated the Surrealists
with its angst-inciting quality that, at times, can be consuming. According to Robin Poynor, it
embodies a figuration of a high-energy spirit and requires vitality in its performance, typically a
staged dance that activates a more benign spirit, along with powers that surround those who are
present (422).
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Fig. 81. Songye Master Artist. Kifwebe Mask. Democratic Republic of Condo. Christie’s,
www.christies.com/features/A-19th-century-Congolese-Kifwebe-mask-9824-3.aspx.

3. Monument: History
Peter Sloterdijk’s book Terror from the Air covers the ‘air’ of fear perfectly. He writes of
the exact inflection point for global culture when the atmosphere changed and living no longer
mattered or became less ambient and welcoming. According to Sloterdijk, the date was April 22,
1916, at Ypres in West Flanders, Belgium, where German forces used chlorine gas to annihilate
their enemies rather than attack them directly as had been the practice, for instance, during the
Napoleonic Wars and long before that. Poisoning the air inaugurated a new era of targeting the
environment, or environing the living body rather than firing at it directly, and, in the process, it
altered the culture in which we live and, hence, even the way we live. He writes, “From then on,
what would be attacked in wartime as in peacetime would be the very conditions necessary for
life” (Sloterdijk, Terror from the Air 20).
Terrorism of this kind became the norm in modern and postmodern war, writes Sloterdijk,
while, at the same time, connecting aesthetics and “atmo-terrorism” in the arts. Terror from the air
creates the kind of atmosphere that resembles what might be experienced whenever there is an
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assault on the environment: by ozone, acid rain, or Agent White. Yet how, then, is this shift in the
“air of things” extended to bioterrorism? In the unique way that it causes fear and, thus, alters our
democratic culture and art practice.
In essence, this fear is similar to we have seen in the United States, particularly in
Richmond, Virginia, which has a large number of war memorials along Monument Avenue. Most
of the Civil War memorials, serving as symbols of domination, attract acts of vandalism and other
thoughtful responses (Sloterdijk, Terror from the Air 20). The best and most provocative response,
there, perhaps, has been by Kehinde Wiley, a Nigerian-American sculptor whose black equestrian
figure on Richmond’s Arthur Ashe Boulevard is a counterpoint to the anguish of the subliminal
drama of domination played out on Monument Avenue.

Fig. 82. Wiley, Kehinde. Rumors of War. 2019. New Yorker. www.newyorker.com/
culture/culture-desk/kehinde-wileys-anti-confederate-memorial.

Displayed for three months in Times Square before heading to Virginia in early 2020,
Wiley’s sculpture, Rumors of War (fig. 82), is a figure of a young man riding a horse, with his
chest out. Perched atop the horse, the viewer sees not a Confederate general in a war uniform but
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a young black man with dreads wearing Nike sneakers and a hoodie, showing courage and hope
against fear.
This sculpture captures the mood of a changing American society. In fact, the context of
that change is exemplified in the image of the young black equestrian. It clarifies the spirit of the
era, whereby young men and women of color are now, at once, rising up against authority, the
dominant culture, and anyone who would seek to deny them their worth and subject them to
second-class citizenship.
In a sense, the atmosphere of the moment is revealed there in the image, and, in this way,
the sculpture is rewriting history. Instead of a history simply being ‘written,’ read, and interpreted
either on paper or in an exhibition at a museum, this statue, by itself, is a lesson in history (and in
“riding equestrian”) achieved by feeling and by tactile sense. Thus, in the open air, ambient
learning acts as an open critique of classic museum representation dominating art history, and it
may even have a decisively strong narrative grip.
In this case, Wiley’s Rumors of War uses an image of power to fetishize and undermine
the violence of Civil War memorials. Working in the medium of sculpture offers a new contextual
opportunity for the artist, and what he does, then, is allow the quintessential Civil War city of
Richmond to become a backdrop for change. The impact of this sculpture is also felt in other states.
According to Susan Stamberg, by his aspirations and practice, Wiley is engaging a global
movement, along with Black Lives Matter, in the debate about the impact of violence on the psyche
(Stamberg). In the process, Wiley has given us a lesson in aesthetics, with a new way of seeing
and a new color palette.
Contemporary installations are like antique frescos that quite often represent myths rather
than facts. They blur the boundaries of art genres, so that sculptural materials are mixed, at times,
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with sound, light, and video to create desired environments. The character of one’s seeing as a
viewer goes beyond the traditional viewing of a sculpture, since artists alter the way we relate with
various spaces. Now and then, this is done by creating an immersive experience in which we, the
viewers, become participants. Thus, these sculptural installations can revive, at times, an uncanny
or unsettling atmosphere at open-air sites where some of the ugliest and clearest symbols of the
U.S.’s history of racial violence have now, in essence, “returned” after decades of quiet to
galvanize national demonstrations.
Similarly, in South Africa, fear, at times, has become stifling or even immersive, leading,
in some instances, to mental breakdown, as is shown in the sculptural installations of Seshee
Bopape. Her Untitled (2018) was installed in an abandoned room at the KW Institute for
Contemporary Art in Berlin, with its debris and fallen bricks, its half-ruined drums and other
instruments, its teetering columns, and filth, visually suggesting a space of decline and violence.
Yet, from this ruin, a tower then rises, along with rays of light, associated with life’s attributes of
joy and celebration, that juxtapose with the threat of death (St. Clair 151).94
Bopape’s installation is a mix of a drum track and a music video of Nina Simone
performing in 1976, assembled in a room “trimmed” with debris. Alongside this “landscaped” ruin
are the works of three other invited visual artists in different parts of the room, in which the entire
array of forms speaks to the desires of youth and rebellion, self-protection, and the camaraderie of
the downtrodden. Overall, the work champions defiance and self-liberation that, as Harry Thorne
writes, might one day “allow us to operate beyond the suffocation of established knowledge
systems and power structures” (Thorne). Bopape’s work echoes that of Irma Stern’s paintings

94 The bright color provides compelling proof of the fact that the color red sticks in the human psyche, which is

why people are often attracted to bright color.
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Portrait of a Zulu Girl (1935) and Woman with Fish (1951), which show an envelopment of mental
anguish, clearly translated in harsh lines, light, and color, along with wild or unsettled rhythms.

Fig. 83. Nabulime, Lilian Mary. Male and Female. 2004. ArtAfrica,
artafricamagazine.org/the-work-life-of-lilian- mary-nabulime/.

4. Totem
In 2005, Lilian Nabulime, an artist in Uganda, and Cheryl McEwan, a geographer in
England, organized an art exhibition that set the stage for an accompanying mission of public
health education. Based on their own research conducted between 2002 and 2005, the aim of the
project was to look into the possibility of using art as a social practice in the day-to-day fight
against HIV/AIDS.
The project was inspired by the idea that art has the capacity to move beyond the spaces of
galleries into an expanded open field. Art is a communication tool that can be used for positive
cultural evolution. In this case, Nabulime’s art was designed to incite emotion—specifically, fear
that might, to a degree, change sexual behavior for the better. At the end of their exhibition, and
after interviews with hundreds of research participants, Nabulime and McEwan concluded that
Nabulime’s soapstone sculptures were effective in challenging and overcoming fear, stigma, and
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an unwillingness to speak about taboo subjects. The exhibition succeeded by facilitating dialogue
on the issue of sex between men and women.
There is nothing new in thinking that art has the potential to transform society. In fact,
radical ideas about the social, cultural, and political functions of art were often holistically
packaged as modernism, especially in the 1920s. By the 1960s, the German sculptor and
performance artist Joseph Beuys stressed the need for a far wider conception of art in which every
human being―in his or her inherent freedom, creativity, and transformative power―has the
potential to be an artist.95 Public art became a socially engaged practice when the space of art
extended beyond the gallery into the borderless museum, and, thus, the public was able to engage
art directly.
Nabulime and McEwan contend that, via social engagement, art can move beyond the
visual and into the social sphere, where it, then, becomes as a valuable weapon against taboos.
This is especially of note to us, here, since taboos are not unlike auras, i.e., they are emotions
embodied in an object or a word that, at the same time, surround that object or word. In this case,
Nabulime and McEwan wanted to help lift the taboo surrounding the issue of safe sex precautions.
In figure 83, Nabulime’s sculpted, see-through vulva and penis emphasize the link between
unprotected sex and the high rate of HIV infection among women. The result of the piece, entitled
Male, was a success: moral behavior was destigmatized, suggesting, as Nabulime had assumed,
that art can indeed influence behavior as much as it can historicize events. In this case, then, the
sculptures can be seen as props in the construction of a stage, thereby creating an atmosphere in
which one can examine the ideas in Foucault’s History of Sexuality.

95 For a more in-depth analysis of Joseph Beuys and art’s ability to heal and transform, see

Morgan: introduction.
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The influence of art is nothing new. Picasso said his visits to the African art collection at
the Trocadéro Museum of Ethnography were the most influential in his career. He was attracted
to the masks and other carvings, unable to turn away from them, captured by their emotion and
psychic allure. “The African sculptures,” Denise Murrell writes of Picasso, “had helped him to
understand his purpose as a painter, which was not to entertain . . . decorative images, but to
mediate between perceived reality and the creativity of the human mind” (Murrell). That means
the painter needs to be freed from the fear wrapped around him or her, by giving it form.

Fig. 84. Nnaggenda, Francis. War Victim. 1980. Chegg Prep, www.chegg.com/
flashcards/african-art-final-cdf26757-b4b2-42bf-9c90-efa1ddf9e735/deck.

5. War
A car crashed down the street; a woman’s high heels tapped on the sidewalk, still moving
in the rush hour game that for most had ended much earlier. But it was the short bursts of gunfire,
the line of rat-a-tat followed by moments of silence, and then a single bullet, sounding a weak,
impotent response to the earlier barrage that made the woman pause in her fourth-floor flat. She
ran her hand over her potbelly. Almost in a whisper, the pregnant woman felt a tired pinch in her
neck as she stretched out her arms. By the window, the two of us―mother and son―looked out
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to the street corner; the few streetlights, there, only half-seen in the night rain, and the heeled
footsteps, now out of hearing distance.
Her eyes wandered out to the houses that rustled in their half-sleep, and, too soon, the
gunplay resumed. She sighed. A doorbell rang, and soon after the door opened, my father walked
in. Within a minute or so, maybe seconds, another semi-automatic rifle joined the fray as the
skirmishes intensified for five minutes before the distant yell of voices died down. “The soldiers
are playing wild tonight,” said my father. A moment of silence was broken by the squealing of car
tires, then more yelling and finally the sirens, piercing the air as they rose and fell. Life in Kampala
was becoming unbearable by the day. The constant killings by the State Research Bureau, security
agents of Idi Amin, whom he used as his death squad, were unbearable.
Another siren went off and police lights flashed outside our window. We longed for news
updates―there were none. The local media rarely reported such state-sponsored violence. Every
so often, there would be information about the dead, but not how it happened. Yet, the absence of
proper news, which hid miseries, helped people cope. Through the bedroom window, streetlight,
moonlight, and stars shined in circles—the atmosphere’s cruel caprice.
Even the slums, seen at a distance, looked serene and washed in the quiet of night mist, a
perfect introduction to a country that had warmed the hearts of many. In a fleeting second, that
country was now a distant memory, a world apart from the one the dictator had acquired in a 1972
coup d'état against Milton Obote, the democratically elected president of Uganda, chased away to
die in exile in Tanzania. The story of Amin’s reign of terror in Uganda, which my family
experienced firsthand, is vividly portrayed in Francis Nnaggenda’s sculpture War Victim (1980)
(see fig. 84).
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War Victim was influenced by the artist’s love for and experience in his native Uganda. In
this work, Nnaggenda strives for a sense of belonging and to represent not only the continent’s
sensibilities but also its dark underbelly (Balimunsi). Thus, War Victim is not just a work
representing a war environment rife with fear. It also represents an activist atmosphere. As Schiller
and Lorenzetti have shown, representation of that atmosphere of fear should instruct citizens
against tyranny and encourage them to embrace the freedom and democracy―and, even more, the
social justice―that might make war and the fear of war less inevitable.
War Victim is an inspiring work of art for me because of my history with Uganda. It brings
back memories in droves. Tall and thin, with skin dark and eyes intense, my father kept silent most
of the time. My mother could see that he, a man who was always in charge, now appeared weak,
lost in his own thoughts, vulnerable, and afraid, with a deep frown line on his forehead. He loved
Kampala, and yet, as he sat there on the edge of the bed, it was easy to feel sorry for himself and
to feel hatred for Amin. It was late in the evening and she was worried that at some point they were
going to tire of playing hide-and-seek games with security agents, and so, just like that, they
decided to leave Kampala. She was seated on the back seat of a sedan, and as they passed by a
wooded area outside town, she rolled down the car window to have a good look at the country they
were leaving behind. The airless night dissolved into a grayness; like a whistle in his palms, a bird
called out from his side of the car window: Pupupupupupupupup, pup pup, pup pup, pup pup, pup
pup.
He pointed at it. She, too, could see its tail but not its head. At that age, my mother and I
loved birds. She liked the sounds they made when calling out to their kind, their chicks. That is
the way birds communicate with each other, and this, I thought, was a great blue turaco’s callout
for his mate and children. It had a very strong voice. Maybe somewhere in the woods, the hen and
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chicks listened to the whistling of the father, now a distance away. The moon crept up and the
wind from nearby Lake Victoria quickened, bearing a ripe smell, while the cloudy sky gave it an
even riper mood.
There was a cry from a distance—a short, shrill cry, not a human one; perhaps a predator
that had found a meal or an animal calling for his mate and his litter. Up the lake, we could see
canoes, lit by candles, each with two or three fishermen, oaring in unison, like one and the same
automaton. Their chants echoed across the water and briefly filled the air. Then, slowly, it all faded
and was far-off, as the big canoes became small and more toy-like and vanished into the open
waters of the lake. Free at last! I thought.
Only that is a fleeting feeling. For this is Uganda, the land of martyrs, the gem of Africa.
Nnaggenda’s War Victim, which evokes these memories, draws from the image of a lighthouselike memorial to martyred Christians that could be found in Ugandan churches. The murder of the
Christians was carried out on the order of Daudi Mwanga, a local king of the Buganda tribe, who,
like Amin during the 1970s, was driven by nothing but fear. James Hannington, an Englishman,
was the first bishop of the Eastern Equatorial province, which was the name of the Anglican parish
of East Africa. Hannington had approached the Buganda Kingdom from the east. Unfortunately
for him, the locals had assumed their enemies would approach this way, and so lookouts informed
the king, and the king sent warriors to liquidate him on October 29, 1885. Just before his capture,
Hannington said he was ready to die for his beliefs, defiant words that became his epitaph,
inscribed on his nearby tomb.
Several months passed before King Mwanga ordered the elimination of twenty-five of
Hannington’s African pages: thirteen Anglicans and twelve Roman Catholics. As the martyrs
walked to their deaths, they sang hymns and prayed for their enemies. In defiance of the king and
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of death, the pages became symbols of courage, an inspiration to Christian followers. Courage, as
sages say, is not the absence of fear, but doing what one has to do despite the presence of it. As
Catholic Luos, we knew this story just as the fishermen in Lake Victoria knew all the habits,
contours, and legends of that immense waterbody. We sang those same hymns and memorial songs
almost daily; mulled them over and over.
Like the War Victim sculpture, the cylindrical church houses at the site of the martyrdom
and the adjoining lighthouse symbolize strength despite the somber mood. When the rough waters
of Lake Victoria threaten boats, the lighthouse, standing strong, shines its bright light. Just as the
lighthouse is a steady pillar of reassurance that defies mirages and optical illusions, we saw the
lighthouse as a place for support and fortification.
Fear begets courage. Once people realize there is nothing to lose, they often fight back.
Since the era of emancipation in the U.S., African Americans have often fought back. In modern
history, the 1960s civil rights movement brought change, and now the Black Lives Matter
movement (BLM) is seeking to widen the scope of that change. In these fights, BLM is trying to
save everyone, including the majority, from the tyranny of the majority. Thus, redeeming the
(implied) principles on which this U.S. was founded will now require the attainment of a state of
equality for all of us, regardless of race, creed, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation.
Courage has occasionally taken on the form of street protests or running for political office.
Yet, as an ongoing, day-to-day act of courage, the most strikingly imaginative thing may be the
street art or public art that now challenges authority, the political art that is able to dominate public
discourse. Murals, in particular, have begun to undermine the apparatus of the white power
structure that seeks to rule by demonization or even by terrorizing black people and, thus, wants
their bodies to be enveloped in fear.
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From the sculptures at the temples of ancient African empires to those in the piazzas of
Italy sculptures in public spaces have often informed the visual consciousness of society. This kind
of public art can also enhance, subvert, or reposition fear, in the same way that film, video, web
art, or painting can be used to spread it. These are the kinds of sly, artful, or artfully evasive
techniques that provocative artists like Kehinde Wiley and Michael Armitage have employed, at
times, to great effect.

Fig. 85. Matta, Roberto. Years of Fear. 1941. Solomon Guggenheim
Museum, New York. Guggenheim, www.guggenheim.org/artwork/2838.

Wiley is a sculptor whose works speak to racial consciousness. His oeuvre has emotional
power in the way it expresses contemporary sensibility, which is why Rumors of War (2019) is
considered as an exposé not only of things already seen but yet to come, things which affect
viewers both in their psyches and in their bodies. These things―or what Simon Runkel calls a
“rhythmic appearance of imitative waves of sentiments and ideas” (Runkel)―could be either
soppy, moving, cathartic, or even quite alarming, but what is essential to realize is how consuming
their impact is; it will often be enveloping, or at least affective, for the social being.
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This young, black, equestrian figure is merely a medium, a vehicle to invert the narrative
and articulate an atmosphere of power or powerlessness. The sculpture is an especially potent
visual shorthand rather than a long-winded oral explanation of the way people feel and react to
various conditions. Perhaps, this is why Wiley’s recent work—especially the black equestrian
figure in Rumors of War—reminds one of Ben Enwonwu’s painting about Biafra.
This may be further afield, yet, Wiley’s art also reminds us, in a way, of the work of
Roberto Matta, who, in essence, depicts inscapes, or spaces beyond perception. Inscapes are
disruptive of the norms of the psyche, society, and topology. As Valerie Hillings noted about
Matta’s Years of Fear (1941) inscapes are “landscapes conjured from the unconscious”; they are
to the mind what science fiction is to the novel (Hillings). Specifically, Years of Fear is an abstract
painting that explores anxiety and annihilation by depicting a scene―or, rather, an intricate visual
correlate―of apocalypse during World War Two, while, at the same time, it lacks any agreed upon
spatial orientation (Hillings).
As a result, with time, Matta’s transformative effect in Years of Fear is becoming more
and more comparable to what we now see in Wiley’s growing body of work. The tension between
logic and emotion is implied in the black man or woman’s internal struggle when seeing Rumors
of War. It is a seemingly endless psychic battle to conquer one’s personal fears and the terror
brought on by the daily shunning, suspicion, and police violence endured by blacks and other
minorities, which, then, seem to redouble in times of crisis and discord.
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Fig. 86. Armitage, Michael. Necklacing. 2016. The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/785431.

6. Sickness
Mixing various aesthetic traditions in his painting, Michael Armitage’s hybrid vision
affirms the fluidity and complexity of ethnocultural borders, sometimes effectively co-opting and
at other times subverting the traditional hierarchies of power. In 2019, Armitage was featured at
the Museum of Modern Art in New York City for his Projects 110: Michael Armitage, which
examined political and social problems facing today’s African societies, such as corruption,
political violence, and sex trafficking. Yet, what was most interesting in the exhibition was the
unique material he chose to use in place of canvas: the eight paintings on display were all done in
oil on lubugo, a home-made fabric, made from the bark of a fig tree and traditionally used as a
funeral garment by the ethnic Baganda of southeast Uganda.
The Baganda created a strong kingdom in East Africa dating back to the thirteenth century,
and as part of their culture, they used lubugo to wrap the bodies of their dead Kabakas or kings
ahead of burial at Kasubi, the hilltop tomb alongside the royal palace built in 1882. Lubugo is rich,
reddish brown in color; the bark appears wavy when stretched and dried. When placed on a wide
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canvas, thickly sewn stitches meander across its uneven surface. Given the way lubugo is made,
its natural unevenness presents a problem of organic materiality that may create a challenge for
the artist using it as a canvas.
Armitage’s Necklacing (2016) (see fig. 86) is a horrific image of a moment or an
atmosphere of lawlessness and mob justice in a country where there is either a desire for revenge
or no faith in the rule of law and the political system. It is a painting of a male nude with a car tire
wrapped around his neck, who is then set on fire by people who are now seeking to bring down
the regime by any means, however amoral. It invokes the torture and execution by black South
Africans of over six hundred alleged informants during the struggle against apartheid. The viewer
becomes an active onlooker, and, through his or her gaze, the viewer has to decide, perhaps,
whether to join in. The inhumane, distasteful scene is not amusing at all, in spite of the clownish
“mask” on the man’s face, and the viewer is left feeling an uneven or anxious empathy for the
victim, who stares back with a wide and pained smile across his face, while cupping his penis with
both of his hands to lessen his humiliation. Around him, the air is greenish, the atmosphere,
sickening and dehumanizing, yet, at the same time, in an entirely unforeseen way, the clownish
“mask” of the victim serves as an incitement that lessens the degree of kindness in our response
and leaves us with a unique form of unease. The effect of the painting is that we begin to see
Michael Armitage, here, as an artist provocateur.
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Fig. 87. Goudiaby, Pierre. African Renaissance Monument. 2010, Ouakam, Senegal.
GettyImages, www.gettyimages.com/photos/the-african-renaissance-monument?phrase
=the%20african%20renaissance% 20monument&sort=mostpopular.

9. Cityscape
In contrast to the quiet, down-to-earth ambiance of African music, monuments often
exhibit symbols of power. Pierre Goudiaby’s African Renaissance Monument (2010) (fig. 87),
which rises more than 160 feet above the cultural city of Dakar, is the tallest such structure in
Africa. Made of bronze and copper, the sculpture is taller than the Statue of Liberty in New York
and Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro, making it a symbol of courage and strength to overcome
the fear and domination. Sited on one of the “Collines des Mamelles,” the metaphoric twin breasts
overlooking the capital city, the Mamelles96 cyclopean monument dominates the Dakar skyline,

96 Collines des Mamelles, or simply Mamelles, are twin hills, also known as

suburb of Dakar, in the Cap-Vert peninsula, Senegal.

breast hills, located in Ouakam, a
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suggesting a continent taking its destiny into its own hands. In that reassuring sense, it represents,
perhaps, the utopian idea of progress given ongoing economic and political woes. Yet, here, in
Renaissance, Afrotopia is transformed into a new vision of self-reliance―one of a self-assured
African family, at the center of which is a giant, strong, shirtless man, holding his wife in his right
arm and his child in his left. The city is at the foot of a hill and the blue waters of the Atlantic lie
in the background. As the man looks ahead, his child points ahead to a brighter future.
The monument is exhilarating, beautiful, and hopeful; it symbolizes endurance or strength,
qualities that animate many people across the continent. At the summit of one of the city’s
Mamelles, it awakens an atmosphere of optimism about the possibilities for the continent.
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Surrounded by the often tricolored flags of every African nation, the monument was built in 2010,
coinciding with the birth of Black Lives Matter. It was meant to evoke the rebirth of the continent
at the dawn of the twenty-first century, as well as to commemorate the independence of Senegal
from French colonialism. It is not alone in its endeavor to inspire rebirth. Across Africa, monument
building is gaining momentum, here and there, among nationalists. In 2002, Namibia
commissioned its Heroes’ Acre with a statue resembling Sam Nujoma, the father of the nation.
The same year, Benin unveiled a statue of King Béhanzin, who had defied French colonialists in
the 1890s. In 2005, the Three Dikgosi Monument was cast in bronze in Botswana to honor three
kings or chiefs who led the movement for independence from the British. It would appear that
resistance is the essence of ambiance. To the extent that these monuments were built through
corrupt systems, they represent the contradiction of African life, which is the point: fractionalism.
While Renaissance depicts an idealized African family, Senegal was too poor to raise the millions
of dollars needed to pay for its construction. The irony is hard to miss, as is the contradiction and
resistance, which are fundamental elements of the natural world. Senegal asked a North Korean
firm to build its freedom symbol for free. That obviously took the shine off the monument. Not far
from the Door of No Return on Gorée Island, Renaissance stands as a memorial to the unseen or
unexamined history of black people, a symbol of defiance and future prosperity despite the
criticism leveled against the memorial’s creation.
Abdoulaye Wade, the former president of Senegal who commissioned Renaissance, argues
that he wanted to honor and remember the continent’s greatness, stability, and durability after
centuries of domination. But his enthusiasm was then diminished by the controversy it sparked.
First came the accusations by social activists that the project, begun in April 2008, was a waste of
public funds amid the poverty in Senegal, which was exacerbated by the global financial crisis
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later that year. Then feminists condemned the immense sculpture for celebrating the brawn and
machismo of men and their power over women, which makes it a symbol of the past rather than
of a future of gender equity. Finally, gatekeepers of morality were displeased by the amount of
nudity on display. From the muscular male torso and naked child to the woman’s bare legs and
seemingly half-bare breasts, much of the Dakar community, despite being part of a city known for
its cultural and religious tolerance, took issue with this risqué public art and idolatry. To deflect
this criticism, Wade reminded everyone of how Christians worship statues of a mostly unclothed
Jesus even though Christ, alone, is not seen as God.
For keen followers of Senegalese art history, Renaissance is merely emblematic of the
excesses of men at the summit of power and of their disconnect from the poverty of the people
under their care and, thus, in essence, from the conditions that continue to underlie both the
colonization and decolonization of the continent. Just as Léopold Sédar Senghor lost touch with
his citizens and then personalized the cultural policy that he championed after the country’s
independence in 1960, Wade’s decision to personally claim a portion of the proceeds from the
monument, based on his would-be intellectual property rights, merely succeeded in reinforcing a
dark feeling of arrogance and corruption. In a sense, Wade is no different from the Egyptian
pharaohs of the past who built monuments to deify or ennoble themselves and to project vitality,
thus, blurring the distinction between private and public property. And yet, the immense
Renaissance sculpture still remains high on a hill in Dakar and provides one of the best views in
the city―as a temple of freedom and anxiety, wrapped into one monumental ambiance, and not a
statue that reminds one of the era of slavery and Jim Crow laws in America that brought so much
fear and hurt, and whose symbols are being pulled down due to the courage of the mostly young,
multiracial Black Lives Matter protestors.
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CONCLUSION

People are drawn to new experiences and become prisoners of the intimate perceptions that
they have of the things and processes revealed in those experiences. By engaging with the visual
ideas contained in them, we can become storytellers of times and spaces, and, in this way, elevate
history to a high philosophical art. At the same time, the artist, acting as a new storytelling
philosopher, can use the time and space of ambiance to create a new method of historicism that
can isolate and mediate our understanding of histories and civilizations via the nuances of miseen-scène.
Ambiance can be a moment of recognition of a historical materialism (à la Benjamin) that
arrests an image of the past and presents it to the historical subject, a process through which the
visual arts are embedded in a specific life world. Combining elements of the hermeneutical
traditions of both Gadamer and Ricoeur, as well as Merleau-Ponty, as a way of interpreting the
visual arts—in our case, sculpture—the concept of ambiance allows the aesthetic thinker to
reconstruct the past within the tradition of New Phenomenology.
The starting point, then, is a new delineation of ambiance as a distinctive, individual, and
subjective or intimate mode of relational aesthetics that creates a unique mood in the viewer, yet
without this mood being tied, necessarily, to the art object alone, as is the case with aura. This
approach is designed to free the object envisioned in the aesthetics of ambiance from the subjectobject binary.
While sculpted ambiance is at the core of this new hermeneutics deriving from the New
Phenomenology, ambiance is also at work within the wider context of spatial relations and may
also reveal, for instance, what Hölderlin calls Stimmung, the entire holistic “mood” of a sonic,
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visual, or sculptural landscape. According to Maffesoli, the word Stimmung refers to both the
“objective and subjective qualities” of an ambiance or atmosphere (8).
For African sculptures, Stimmung should be analyzed on the basis of its “anthropological
trajectory,” which unites all the elements that variably constitute form (Maffesoli 8). Here, we
highlighted sculpted ambiance as an evocative or revelatory form of representation, not only
because it represents the ideas of the artist and the society from which he or she came, but also
because it opens up to scrutiny the inner experiences of the artist, the viewer, and each of their
societies. Sculpted ambiance is natural, staged, and, at times, rebellious or contradictory.
A musical soundscape or sound sculpture also creates its own ephemeral ambiance via its
shifting, undulating, and variable spatiotemporal conception, which, in the moment of aesthetic
reception, gives rise to a listener, a quasi-subject who senses the fluid presence of a pathic quasiobject. This quasi-thing, a shapeshifting unity of inner and outer experience, is then packaged,
staged, or commodified to a degree by the uniquely tailored setting that accompanies each live or
recorded musical performance. This stage set is a made-to-order scene or set design for the
spectacle, a carnivalesque theatre of aesthetic relations, a process that may involve a more or less
imprecise overlap between ambiance and atmosphere. The overlap may, however, become even
more complex in some situations when the aesthetic relations at the site collectivize the sculpture,
along with its culture, history, ecology, and sonic narrative.
The task of extricating ambiance from this semantic overlap is crucial because the
aesthetics of atmosphere explored in recent decades by Böhme and Griffero remains vague or
confusing. Atmosphere, with its various ontological and epistemological nuances, is now a mere
floating signifier (Runkel 6), and thus synonymizing it with ambiance only makes the meaning of
each of them seem more unclear. As Runkel argues, atmosphere can be used in a range of language
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games, while the growing amount of literature on this concept has only made it seem even more
diffuse and diverse, thus rendering it meaningless in various scientific contexts. The effect of this
enhanced semantic blurring is even greater when one uses atmosphere as a synonym for ambiance.
Böhme uses the term atmosphere to refer to the more elite aesthetics of architectural space, while
Sato uses it in the context of home appliances (mere commodities) for everyday use, i.e., in the
domain of everyday experience. Because of this, it is even more confusing when one tries to use
it as a precise synonym for ambiance.
The elements of new phenomenological hermeneutics such as emotions and ambiances,
like all elemental things, determine individual moods, attitudes, lifestyles, ways of thinking, and
even the interrelations constituting life in society. Yet, since ambiance itself remains
undetermined, it is contingent; in essence, it is little more than an imaginary condition of possibility
that may—with a little insight and striving—still help us to evaluate the quality and aesthetic nature
of everyday life, along with the various aspects of our social and political life that might have been
ignored by Heideggerian ontology.
For us to recognize this apparent condition signifies a paradigmatic shift in the study of
the phenomenology of space. The concept of sculpted ambiance allows us to demonstrate
thematically and stylistically the expressions of the body—i.e., within it—rather than, for instance,
only the external conditions of weather and atmosphere when set against sculpture. Via the concept
of ambiance, we can also characterize the zeitgeist so as to try to understand history, situated in a
given space in our common world. We can do the same with most sculptures that are designed and
then displayed in nature, galleries, and museums, just as we can with either a dance recital or an
event in a political arena. By exploring ambiance, we can study history without resorting to
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intellectual movements. In these kinds of settings—each with its own mise-en-scène—audiences
can take the measure of what are partly imagined ambient or atmospheric conditions.
The skillful harnessing of ambient stagecraft accentuates one’s inner emotion and the
feeling of envelopment, but such feelings are stirred up differently. For instance, in the Romantic
tradition in the theater, both noise and natural sound were staged behind the scenes. Think of the
idea of hearing, by way of artifice, the ambient sound of a waterfall, the silence of John Cage, a
birdsong in the forest, or the intuitive playing of Ornette Coleman on the saxophone.
As for sculpture, it is about the history surrounding it and ambiance fits into that schema
due to the limits imposed on it by nature, particularly when, as Heidegger says, the sculpture “is
there,” existing “in itself” (BT 203). As history moves forward, the abundance of sculpture in
Africa, for instance, begins to work in unison, from nation to nation, as a shared monument, a
“commons” linking the past and the present that mediates historical accounts of society. Indeed,
sculpture envelops human beings in their history, culture, and ambient environment. In its widest
sense, sculpture is being revitalized as the ultimate expressive art form in Africa because of its
tactility and, what is more, its reconfiguring of space, landscape, and the immediate and global
mosaic of relations within space and between human beings.
The spatial hierarchy of sculpture and land art might be based on a concentric aesthetic—
deriving, first, from what is around us and, then, from what is within us—whereby the ecosystem
envelops the atmosphere (in the widest sense of the term), which, then, envelops ambiance (a
unique and intimate “atmospheric” mood that one creates within the mind and senses yet feels in
the surrounding space). In the end, since the same unique and intimate ambiance that joins the
inside and the outside (i.e., the subject and the object) is, in part, created after one has already
absorbed the aura of the work, then, ambiance, in turn, envelops the aura. Thus, the new concentric

325

aesthetic moves, from sphere to sphere, into its own center: the ecosphere envelops the atmosphere,
which encircles the same ambiance that earlier absorbed the aura of the work of art.

Spatial Relations
One of the lessons to be learned is that the concept of sculpted ambiance may even begin
to help us to read and understand human history, culture, and ecology. Ambiance is a concept in
aesthetics that has been successful in hospitality and urban planning and is also in play in
architecture and environmental studies. Hence, this project extends this recent line of scholarship
in the realm of aesthetics to that of sculptures, especially those whose creators—or themes,
inspiration, and stylistic elements—are African or diasporic.
We explored in Chapter One how the opulence of early Egyptian art was ambient and how
the hospitality of El-Sagini’s installations suggest that this situation continues in Cairo even today.
We witnessed in Chapter Two the atmospheric nature of the mirage sculptures of Cianfanelli and
the eclectic work of Bopape. Chapter Three revealed the ecological importance of scrap metal
sculptural figures as well as the ambient quality of the oeuvres of the sculptor-painter Ben
Enwonwu and the architects Not Vital and Francis Kéré. Chapter Four delved into the cultural
atmosphere of Africa experienced, for instance, through the ambient music of Ayub Ogada.
Finally, the social ambiance of Senegalese monuments and the spiritual aura of Douglas-Camp’s
female figures were highlighted in Chapter Five. The result of presenting this series is the
emergence of a repertoire of episodic narratives—visual and sonic structures that impact human
feeling and perception.
In his study of time and narrative, Ricoeur turns to Aristotle’s Poetics to remind us about
the nature and structure of the performance of Greek tragedy, with its emphasis on catharsis. In a
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different way, we have sought to use sculpted ambiance as an example of an aesthetic performance
by the subject (here, the viewer) and as the basis of a new methodology for historicism that relies
on spatial staging and, also, allows us to use ambiance to critique contemporary modes of
representation.
Some artforms engage the audience—and the most essential performer—in their staging.
As much as the mise-en-scène of a sculpture, a musical performance among the Luo people, for
example, usually places the viewer in the foreground rather than in the background. The viewer
emotionally identifies with the figure whose tragedy stirs emotion and invites sympathy. The
cathartic resolution of this figure’s conflicts is a process that may even end with the realization
that art and culture are crucial answers to an ecological crisis, which threatens essential life forms
like the ethos of care, empathy, civility, and a sense of common good.
One of the lessons here is that nothing escapes the ambiance of an era, which is key to
understanding the past and future. Ricoeur asserts, as humans, we define ourselves through future
narratives. Because everything must be mediated by time, it is arguable that, by virtue of its
revelatory representation, sculpted ambiance shows that one’s actions are guided by a Zeitgeist,
the spirit of the time (Maffesoli 11). By probing the nebulous ambiances and atmospheres in dance,
song, painting, sculpture, and land art, one can “understand a given area of civilization” (Maffesoli
7). Over the millennia, sculpture has been sacred and enlivening in Africa. Even when it is staged
in nature, in Africa and elsewhere, sculpture can now be made out of anything—even azure
balloons—and then be installed to create an assortment of either consonant or dissonant
aural, ambient, and atmospheric experiences. In the visual culture of our time, sculpture is now
even more ambient than it was before in its reflection of the widening of our air space, living space,
and aesthetic possibilities.
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